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The Importance of Being Dorothy L. Sayers
Barbara Reynolds

I have come a long way to talk to you about
Dorothy L. Sayers. I don’t just mean that I have come
across the Atlantic. I mean I have come a long way in
time. It is over half a century since I first met the
remarkable person who has had such an enduring effect
on my work. The date was 20 August, 1946.
I have described the occasion in my book The
Passionate Intellect.1 It was just after the end of World
War II, a bleak time, known officially as a period of
“Austerity,” when people were eager to turn their minds
once more to cultural matters. The Society for Italian
Studies, which had been in abeyance, was reassembled
and it was decided to organize a Summer School of
Italian at one of the Cambridge Colleges.
There was much pessimism about this but I, being
young, threw myself into the enterprise with
enthusiasm. I was appointed the organizing secretary
and despite immediate post-war difficulties I managed
to persuade Jesus College to accommodate us for two
weeks. At a meeting called to arrange the programme,
someone, quite by chance, said, “Why don’t we invite
Dorothy Sayers to lecture on Dante? She’d be a draw.”
She had just begun work on her translation of the
Inferno, which was announced as forthcoming on the
back of one of the early Penguin Classics. The
suggestion stunned us all. The Professor of Italian said
gloomily, “She can’t do any harm, I suppose.”
Dorothy Sayers was then known chiefly as the
author of very successful detective novels, featuring the
aristocratic sleuth, Lord Peter Wimsey who shares with
Sherlock Holmes a life which extends beyond fiction.
Her successor in the hierarchy of detective fiction,
P.D. James, has said:
Like his great predecessor, Sherlock Holmes,
[Lord Peter Wimsey] entered into the
mythology of detective fiction because he is a
true original, larger than life, but never totally
divorced from reality, eccentric but never
grotesque, courageous but not foolhardy, both
a symbol of that triumphant individualism and
eccentricity which in the 1930’s detective
story readers demanded, and a recognizable
human being. It is because of this essential
humanity that he is still a hero today.2

The same applies to Harriet Vane, who is even now for
many readers, especially female readers, a recognizable,
living example of the modern, creative independent
woman, battling with the still contemporary problem of
reconciling the conflicting claims of the personal and
the impersonal.
The creation of two such enduring characters and
the achievement of twelve detective novels and three
volumes of short stories which have never been out of
print would seem to be sufficient to establish a writer’s
fame. But in 1937 Dorothy Sayers’s career took a new
and unexpected turn. She was invited to write a play for
Canterbury Cathedral, where a series of dramas was
being produced under the encouragement of the Dean,
the Rt. Rev. George Bell, later Bishop of Chichester.
One of these was the celebrated drama by T.S. Eliot,
Murder in the Cathedral. The invitation was
unexpected because Sayers had not then written
anything on the Christian faith, apart from an early
volume of poems, entitled Catholic Tales and Christian
Songs, published soon after taking her degree at
Oxford.3 The suggestion came originally from Charles
Williams who had himself written a play on Cranmer
for Canterbury and who had read and admired a brief
poetic drama by Sayers, entitled “The Mocking of
Christ,” included in the early volume I have mentioned.
She reluctantly consented, saying at first that she
was not keen “to mug up a lot of information about
kings and archbishops.” One event in the history of the
Cathedral did, however, appeal to her imagination: the
rebuilding of the Choir, destroyed by fire in 1174, and
the fall from pride of the architect, William of Sens,
who regarded himself indispensable to the work of God.
The play, The Zeal of Thy House,4 was so successful
that she was invited to write another. For this, she chose
the subject of Faust and entitled it engagingly The Devil
to Pay.5 The BBC then took notice and invited her to
write a Nativity play. Entitled He That Should Come,6 it
was broadcast on radio on Christmas Day, 1938. This
attracted much popular attention because of its lively
and realistic dialogue and she was asked to write
several articles on Christian belief for the national
press. Thus it came about that the Director of Religious
Broadcasting, the Rev. Dr. James Welch, was inspired
to invite her to provide a series of plays on the life of
Christ. This was her next great achievement. The twelve
plays, entitled collectively The Man Born to be King,7
2
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made religious broadcasting history and established
Sayers as a prominent lay writer and speaker on the
Christian faith.
This, then was the figure of Dorothy L. Sayers in
1946, a celebrity we thought “would be a draw” on our
programme, though we knew nothing about her
qualifications to speak on Dante. Neither did anyone
else. But a draw she certainly was. Two hundred people
had signed up for our Summer School and on the
evening when Dorothy Sayers was to lecture, another
hundred members of the public took tickets for the
event. As I have related in my book The Passionate
Intellect, the lecture took me totally by surprise: it was
the most impressive lecture on Dante I had ever heard.
Here was a woman, I decided, I must get to know. To
my great good fortune, I succeeded, and from then on
the direction of my professional life was altered.
I continued to organize summer schools of Italian
for several years and Dorothy Sayers was a permanent
fixture on the programme. Her lectures were published
later in two volumes, Introductory Papers on Dante and
Further Papers on Dante,8 which gave a new direction
to appreciation of the Divine Comedy among general
readers and of its relevance to the problems of the postwar world. I am glad to say that I spotted this as early as
1954, when I was invited to write a Preface to the first
volume, in which I said:
This book on Dante by Dorothy L. Sayers
makes possible a new relationship between
Dante and the modern reader.9
Looking back across the interval of 58 years, I can
see plainly now that on the evening of 20 August, 1946,
when Dorothy Sayers gave her first lecture on Dante,
though none of us realized it at the time, the reading of
Dante by the English-speaking public, her writing
career and the direction of my own work had reached a
turning point. To take the first point alone: since the
publication of Sayers’s translation of Dante’s Inferno in
1949, followed by Purgatory in 1955 and by Paradise
which came out posthumously in 1962, the Divine
Comedy has had at least two million English-speaking
readers, vastly more in half a century than in the
preceding six. Publication of the Penguin Sayers
volumes still continues: all three are being brought out
in revised format; Paradise is about to appear this
Spring, with a new Introduction. This phenomenon has
opened a wide gulf between Dante’s general public and
Dante studies in the academic sense. University
scholars and learned Dante Societies have, on the
whole, disregarded Sayers’s translation and
interpretation; many have in fact disapproved of it.
Since her death in December 1957, Dorothy Sayers
has been increasingly a subject of interest and study, not
only as a detective novelist, but as a writer on religious,

moral and literary matters. She has been the subject of
six biographies. Strange to say, although her work on
Dante is marginalized in the universities, she herself has
become an acceptable subject for academic study and
analysis. Year after year, theses are written on one or
other aspect of her work, conferences such as this are
organized by universities to discuss her work.
Independently, the Dorothy L. Sayers Society, since its
foundation in 1976, has promoted the knowledge and
enjoyment of her works. It now has close on 500
members, drawn from several European countries, as
well as many from the U.S.A. It has acquired a valuable
archive and publishes six bulletins a year, as well as
proceedings of conferences and independent criticism
and research. The Anglo-American review, SEVEN,
intended more for the general reader than for the
learned, regularly publishes articles on Sayers, as well
as on the six other British authors who are the special
interest of the Marion E. Wade Center at Wheaton
College, Illinois.
What is it that Dorothy L. Sayers still offers today?
Why do so many contemporary general readers regard
her as a figure of importance and an influence on their
lives? I have many times asked myself this question and
I think, since writing her biography and publishing four
volumes of her letters, as well as her childhood and
school-day memoirs,10 I am beginning to find a few
answers. Some of them I have already suggested over
the years in books, lectures and articles. The time has
now come to draw on these in order to bring into focus
the chief reasons why I find her legacy still relevant to
the modern age.
I am a generation younger than Dorothy Sayers. In
fact, I was born on her twenty-first birthday, on 13 June
1914. My education was similar to hers and it was
based on assumptions that have largely been eroded
today. The chief of these was that the tradition of
Western classical culture was the best possible training
for the mind. Associated with this was another
assumption: namely, that subjects were worth studying
in themselves. The notion that a university education is
“wasted” if a graduate does not find a job related to the
subject of his or her degree would have been as
incomprehensible to her generation as it would have
been to mine. How could admittance to the world of
scholarship and intellectual enquiry ever be wasted?
People make free with the term “privilege,” applying it
resentfully to the minority who had access to
universities in earlier times. I would agree that Dorothy
Sayers and her fellow graduates were privileged, not
because they were wealthy, for most of them were not,
but because of the implicit assumption in their time that
subjects intrinsically of value set their minds and talents
free to enter into permanent possession of a tradition
and heritage. “Vocational education,” she wrote, “is the
education of slaves.” Educationists of today continue to
3
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be confused about this, being increasingly influenced by
political interests and the market-led approach, in which
children and parents are seen as consumers, schools as
competitive business, teachers as technicians and higher
educational institutions as factories. It is difficult now,
at least in England, not to be discouraged by the present
limiting views of politicians who are denying future
generations the right to self-fulfillment in intellectual
discovery and achievement.
Delight in the creative power of the mind was
something which characterized Dorothy Sayers all her
life. This can be seen clearly in her childhood and
school-day memoirs and in her adult correspondence, as
well as in all her creative works, and I had the privilege
over a period of eleven years of being exhilarated by it
in her letters to me and in our conversations. In this
respect, she was characteristic of her period, as well as
being in this and many other ways individually
outstanding.
The declaration of war on 3 September 1939
awakened her to the importance of harnessing
intellectual vitality in the service of freedom. This is a
vision which I now perceive to be one of her most
important legacies and of still urgent relevance to us
today.
The direction which her writing took during the
years of World War II was unexpected at the time, but
from where we now stand the reasons for it are quite
clear. Of this period, one work of lasting importance is
the treatise entitled The Mind of the Maker,11 regarded
by many theologians as one of the most original
analogies of the Trinity. To appreciate it fully we need
to see it in the context of contemporary events.
As soon as war was declared, her publisher Victor
Gollancz invited his most marketable author to write
what he called “a war-time essay,” expecting probably a
brief pamphlet such as she had already produced on the
subject of religious drama, for example: “The Greatest
Drama Ever Staged” and “The Dogma is the Drama.”12
Instead, she wrote him a book of 152 pages. The title
was Begin Here.13
Ideas about education had long been occupying her
mind and she now saw the need for reform of
educational policy as vital to war-time morale and to
post-war reconstruction. She felt the need to act fast and
she was, indeed, far ahead of other thinkers at the time.
Consider the circumstances in which she wrote: the
nation’s shock of being at war, food rationing, the
blackout, the fear of bombing and invasion—and here is
the prophetic voice, immediately directing our
attention, as though through a loud-hailer, to the need to
re-arrange our priorities for reconstruction after the war.
She writes:
It is important . . . to realise that the future
does not exist “in the future,” vaguely and far

off, but here and now. Second by second it is
upon us, and every moment in our lives is a
fresh beginning. . . . It is not too much to say
that, whoever wins the war, the peace will be
won by those, who, throughout the struggle,
remained alert and ready, with a clear idea of
what they wanted and an active plan for
bringing it about.14
That is the meaning of the title of the book Begin Here.
The task, as she saw it, was urgent: “To put the
Whole Man” (she might by now have made some
concession to inclusive language and said “the Whole
Person” or “the Whole Human Being,” or she might
not—she did not easily conform to fashionable trends),
the task, then was to put together again “the Whole
Man,” who since the industrial revolution had become
disintegrated, and to restore his full creative power,
“tirelessly and eagerly creating.” The purpose of the
book, to quote from her Preface, was to “suggest to a
few readers some creative line of action along which
they, as individuals, can think and work towards the
restoration of Europe.” Note the phrases “a few
readers” and “as individuals.” The are significant.
Already on 10 September, only one week after war
was declared, she had published an article in The
Sunday Times, entitled “What Do We Believe?”
Already the theme she propounds is that of creativity:
Man is most god-like when he is occupied in
creation. . . . Our worst trouble today is our
feeble hold on creation. To allow ourselves to
be spoon-fed is to lose our grip on our only
true life and our only true selves. . . . If we
truly desire a creative life for ourselves and
other people, it is our task to rebuild the world
along creative lines.
This is also the main thrust of Begin Here.
This early war-time book was a prelude to the great
work which was soon to come, namely The Mind of the
Maker, in which she constructs her analogy between the
three-fold nature of human creativity and the Trinity.
Why did she write it? One answer is that the war
changed everything. From being an entertainer, Dorothy
L. Sayers became, almost overnight, an educator, an
expounder, exhorting and urging us to new thinking and
to social reform. The concept of creativity became a
dynamic vision, which she enlisted, so to speak, in war
service. Even before Begin Here was completed she
was launched on a series of projects for social
reconstruction. I mean her plans for a series of books to
be entitled collectively Bridgeheads. By the end of
September 1939 she had already drawn up a “Statement
of Aims for the proposed Bridgehead series of books.”
The over-all programme is majestic:
4
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We shall try to quicken the creative spirit
which enables man to build . . . systems in the
light of his spiritual, intellectual and social
needs. We aim at the Resurrection of the
Faith, the Revival of Learning and
Reintegration of Society.
This is truly breath-taking. In fact, the whole of the
Statement is an inspiring document and would repay
study nowadays. It is not easy to obtain. In published
form, it exists only as an Appendix to the biography by
James Brabazon, Dorothy L. Sayers: The Life of a
Courageous Woman.15 This is a pity, for it represents
her positive reaction to international disaster and her
vision of the opportunities she saw in it for good.
Consider the relevance for today of some of these
quotations:
We believe that the chief trouble among the
nations today is fear—the fear of death and
especially the fear of life. Human life is “fearconditioned”: this is what depresses men’s
spirits and paralyses constructive effort. We
believe that this fear can only be driven out by
a strong awareness of the real value of life. . . .
We believe that peace and stability are not
attainable if considered as static in their nature
or pursued as ends in themselves. They are the
by-products of a right balance between the
individual and the community. This balance is
attainable only by a ceaseless activity directed
to a real standard of value.
We believe that liberty and equality are not
attainable by considering the individual man
as a unit in a limited scheme of society (e.g.,
“economic man,” “political man,” “the
worker,” etc.), but only by considering him as
a complete personality, capable of selfdiscipline in a self-disciplined community; the
aim of such discipline being the fulfilment of
man’s whole nature in relation to absolute
reality.

citizens) nor even successful in its avowed
purpose (i.e. it is powerless to check
unemployment and does not fit people for the
useful employment of leisure). The nation
must be encouraged to take a very much wider
view of the function of education, in better
accordance with the needs of human nature
and good citizenship, and to demand of its
government that the necessary money for this
better education shall be forthcoming. That is
to say, that education which fits the citizen for
peace must be taken at least as seriously as the
armaments which fit him for war.
It seems to me a pity that this thoughtful, stimulating
and still relevant document is hidden away from readers
at the back of a biography which is now out of date. I
don’t know what can be done about it, apart from
drawing your attention to it by means of these
quotations, hoping that you will find the biography and
look up the Appendix.
It is important also because it represents Dorothy
Sayers’s faith in the power of a few individuals to bring
about change. For, amazingly, there were only three
people behind the scheme: herself, her Oxford friend
Muriel St. Clare Byrne and the novelist Helen Simpson.
Nevertheless, they gained the support of Methuen’s
editor, E.V. Rieu, who later became the first editor of
the Penguin Classics (one of the most influential and
educative publishing ventures, I suggest, of the
twentieth century). The proposal was accepted,
advertising was made ready and seven titles were
announced.
The first to appear was Sayers’s own The Mind of
the Maker. In a letter to Maurice Reckitt, accompanying
a copy of the book, she wrote:

Particularly relevant to our problems today is the
conclusion of the document, in which the chief aim of
Bridgeheads is defined:

[It] is the first volume of a series called
Bridgeheads, . . . of which the general idea is
to deal with this business of “Creativeness”—
both in theory and in practice. The object of
this particular book is to start us off on the
right lines by trying to examine, in the light of
theology as interpreted by the writer’s
experience, what “Creativeness” it, and how it
works, because the word is rapidly becoming
one of the catch-phrases which people use
without always understanding them very
well.16

To awaken the nation to the need for an entire
overhaul of the aims and methods of education
in this country. This is at present directed
chiefly or wholly to the end of securing
gainful employment, and is neither satisfactory
in itself (i.e. in the producing wise and happy

Dorothy Sayers knew very well that not everyone
was gifted with creativeness in the sense of literary or
other artistic talent. I think that by creativeness in
general she meant independence of mind, the refusal to
be spoon-fed and to conform passively to current
fashionable trends. This is why I think that The Mind of
5
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the Maker can be more appropriately considered in the
context of her ideas on education than, as it is usually
classified, as a treatise on theology. It is an attempt to
defend individuality from uniformity, in other words, to
defend the freedom to be oneself.
This is closely connected with her views on work.
In an address she gave in May 1940, entitled “Creed or
Chaos?”, she said:
The modern tendency seems to be to identify
work with gainful employment; and this is, I
maintain, the essential heresy at the back of
the great economic fallacy which allows wheat
and coffee to be burnt and fish used for
manure while whole populations stand in need
of food. The fallacy being that work is not the
expression of man’s creative energy in the
service of society, but only something he does
in order to obtain money and leisure . . .
If man’s fulfilment of his nature is to be found
in the full expression of his divine
creativeness, then we urgently need a
Christian doctrine of work, which shall
provide, not only for proper conditions of
employment, but also that the work shall be
such as a man may do which his whole heart,
and that he shall do it for the very work’s
sake.17
That is the main reason why she wrote The Mind of the
Maker: to direct people’s thinking towards the value,
not only for themselves, but also for society, of working
and living, as she termed it, creatively. She called it
“Creative Citizenship.” In March 1941 she went to
Eastbourne (she was travelling all over the country in
response to invitations to address groups of people,
especially the Forces, when war-time travelling was no
joke). The address she gave there was entitled “Why
Work?”. She proposed what she called
. . . a thorough-going revolution in our whole
attitude to work. . . . That it should, in fact, be
thought of as a creative activity undertaken for
the love of the work itself; and that man, made
in God’s image, should make things, as God
makes them, for the sake of doing well a thing
that is well worth doing.
This is the speech in which she coins the oft-quoted
aphorism: “The only Christian work is good work well
done.” This has been construed in an absolute sense and
consequently it has been found too dismissive. It
should, however, be read in the context in which she
said it, namely the failure of the Church, as she saw it,
to understand and respect the secular vocation and in

having allowed work and religion to become separate
departments:
The official Church wastes time and energy,
and, moreover, commits sacrilege, in
demanding that secular workers should neglect
their proper vocation in order to do Christian
work—by which [the Church] means
ecclesiastical work. The only Christian work is
good work well done.18
This is another way of say: “All good work well done is
Christian work,” or, to quote the Latin aphorism:
“laborare est orare.”
In her Preface to The Mind of the Maker she states
the Christian affirmation of the Trinity, as formulated in
the Nicene Creed, of which the structure, she believes,
can be shown to exist in the mind of man and all his
works. And she sums up:
If [her italics] these statements are
theologically true, then the inference to be
drawn about the present social and educational
system is important, and perhaps alarming.19
The sign-post could not be clearer. She set up another,
equally clear, in 1944, in her paper entitled “Towards a
Christian Aesthetic,”20 in which she suggests a method
of establishing the principles of what she calls “Art
Proper” (as distinguished from the pseudo-arts of
amusement and magic) upon that Trinitarian doctrine of
the nature of Creative Mind which, she believes,
underlines them. She finds that we have no Christian
aesthetic, no Christian philosophy of the Arts, but she
adds:
This may not be a bad thing. We have at least
a new line of country to explore, that has not
been trampled on and built over and fought
over, by countless generations of quarrelsome
critics. What we have to start from is the
Trinitarian doctrine of creative mind, and the
light which that doctrine throws on the true
nature of images.21
She said that sixty years ago. How much progress have
we made in exploring this “new line of country?” Not
much, I think.
It happens that I have undertaken to be the
interpreter of many aspects of her work. I did not intend
this, it was something that came about over the years. I
can only hope that I have not misinterpreted her. If she
were here today to speak for herself, which of her
concerns would she now emphasize? I think the urgency
she felt about creative citizenship and about our attitude
to work are two, which is why I have chosen them for
6
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this address. I think she would also say to me: “Warn
them about the loss of freedom in literary criticism.” In
her own time she was well aware that is was being
eroded.
It was when I began to edit her letters that I
realized what importance she attached to this matter.
She had written to me about it several times, but there
are many emphatic letters about it to other people. I
have taken up this topic in the journal SEVEN22 and am
pleased to report that there has been an encouraging
response. It is a matter which I hope to pursue further,
though not in detail in this paper, which is already
growing long enough. I will, however, quote from one
letter she wrote on 4 April 1946:

we possess a freedom until we are in danger of losing it.
Dorothy L. Sayers warned us about this half a century
ago. Since then matters have got worse, owing to the
narrow parameters laid down by university faculties and
the commercial prudence of publishers. If she were here
today, I am certain that she would commend this matter
to you urgently. In her absence, I would draw your
attention to my reconstruction of her views in my article
“Intellectual Tyranny: A Rebellion?” published in last
year’s volume of the journal SEVEN.25 You will find, if
you read it, that she is by no means a lone voice. Let us
hope that, before it is too late, there will be many more.

It seems to me that those generations of young
people who grew up between the wars had it
insidiously impressed upon them that to
admire, simply and whole-heartedly, any great
thing merely for what it obviously was, meant
that they had somehow been “had—had for
suckers”—taken in by a three-card trick. To
fall at the feet of achievement was a sign of
callowness which exposed one to shrugs and
knowing smiles of the initiate. No work must
be admitted great until one had explained it in
terms of the maker’s psychological
experience; and since the majority of
“makers” are men of like passions with us, it
frequently happened that by the time one had
explained the work in those terms, one had
explained away the achievement. After that, to
admire and worship would be plainly the act
of a fool.23
The freedom to respond personally to works of art,
in fact, to enjoy them independently of current critical
fashions or of the burden of received opinions, is
something that needs continual vigilance. Dorothy
Sayers herself had exerted independence of mind in her
response to Dante. Coming upon him late in life,
precisely in August 1944, when she first began to read
The Divine Comedy at the age of 51, she harnessed her
delight in her “discovery” to show its immediate
relevance to the evils of society and the problems of the
post-war world. It was necessary, she believed, to
present Dante to her contemporaries as a living poet
who had something vital to say to them there and then.
In this individual interpretation and application, she
departed from the main trends of Dante scholarship and
made thereby an important stand for the freedom of the
reader.
“Reading is one of the first freedoms.”24 This
recent assertion by the author and critic Victoria
Glendinning may seem to be a statement of the obvious.
It is not, however. It is a warning. We do not realise that
7
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C.S. Lewis and the Ordinary Man
James M. Spencer

I make no claim to being a Lewis expert of any
sort; however, I do feel qualified to write on this topic
as I have a long and distinguished career of being a very
ordinary man. Perhaps that is part of the reason I have
been fascinated for a number of years about the Lewis’s
amazing ability to connect with people’s lives in so
many ways. C.S. Lewis connects with the ordinary man
for reasons both personal and professional. In this brief
paper, I propose to offer three reasons why his life
connects so personally with some, and five reasons why
his writing is so approachable to so many.
Although I am convinced that Lewis would be both
embarrassed and a bit offended at examinations of his
personal life, I must begin there. It is part of the magic
of literature that occasionally readers identify with an
author because they share common experiences, both
real and imagined. Perhaps many of his readers will not
share these connections, but I could relate very
specifically to the man behind the books through three
specific things.
First is a sense of shared loneliness. Although that
seems to be an oxymoron, it is only so when viewed in
retrospect. Lewis described his early years by saying, “I
am the product of long corridors, empty sunlit rooms,
upstair indoor silences, and attics explored in
solitude.”1 When combined, those three ordinary words
(upstair indoor silences) seem to paint a revealing
autobiographical picture, which can be viewed only by
those that have the same memory. There is a thin line
between being alone and being lonely, and it is not
always easy to tell the difference. Although my
childhood was more shaped by Gene Autry cowboy
movies and imaginary sand-pile cities, somehow I
imagine Jack would understand the similarities. I
contend that there are a lot of ordinary men and women
who have seen that picture and to whom the “indoor
upstair silence” is still a profound memory. Let me be
quick to add in this day of environmental determinism,
that loneliness is not necessarily a negative thing and
that it doesn’t inevitably produce “disadvantaged”
students. Lewis was never asking for pity as he
described his loneliness, as it was his being alone which
opened the door of his imagination so incredibly
wide—wide enough to take him to whole other worlds.
If myth is the perfect bridge between concrete
experience and abstract ideas (between heaven and
earth), then it requires some imagination to cross that
bridge. Developing that sort of imagination is not a

social activity.
The second shared experience was finding an
academic refuge. Losing his mother, set apart from his
father and brother, Lewis’s childhood was redeemed by
books and school. I mention those as two separate
things, as one can obviously explore the world of books
apart from school, but it is success in school which
allows many insecure children to develop some sense of
purpose and value. Pouring himself into his studies,
when they appealed to him, Lewis achieved that kind of
success which often lures young men and women into
lifetime careers in the world of academia. Although
never as bright as Lewis, I too had enough fond
memories of my school experiences, especially high
school, that I have just finished my 42nd year in the
twelfth grade. Lest you think I am a particularly slow
learner, most of those years were spent as a teacher.
The third thing I share with Lewis is having an
adult conversion experience. Although many ordinary
people share some sort of childhood religious
experiences, there are three general reactions to those.
There are those who put them away as “childish things”
and move on with their “adult” lives. There are those
who tenaciously cling to them, refusing to think much
about why they believe what they believe. Then there
are those who, like Lewis and me, wander into
adulthood fluctuating somewhere between skeptic and
agnostic, convinced that they can “see through all
things.” Lewis wrote that his conversion came largely in
three steps. First, his realization that joy was really
desire and that our “wantings” are our best “havings.” It
took me some thirty years to figure out what that meant,
although I was always anxiously aware of “something”
that was missing from my life. Second, Lewis pointed
out that our desire is for heaven itself, which is our true
home. “If I find in myself a desire which no experience
in this world can satisfy, the most probable explanation
is that I was made for another world.”2 This helped me
to understand why no place on this earth, or no
accomplishments in this life, could fill that empty spot.
Finally, Lewis found that his search for the object of his
desire led him to the truth. He wrote that his last step
into mere Christianity was his realization that some
myths (explanations) might actually be true. It was that
line, coupled with Francis Schaeffer’s classic summary,
“Christianity is not just a series of truths but Truth—
truth about all of reality,”3 which allowed me to
embrace Christianity with my mind as well as my heart
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and soul. Both helped me to understand that
Christianity is the only explanation of things, as they
really are, that makes any sense.
Now, given the fact that Lewis died some forty
years ago and yet still sells over a million and a half
books a year, permit me to suggest five reasons his
writing appeals to the ordinary reader. Of course, I am
writing from a personal perspective, as that is the only
one an ordinary man has. The magic of Lewis’s writing
begins with the fact that he often seemed to be able to
write exactly what I was thinking, only better. For
example, is there an honest man or woman on the planet
who, on any given day, doesn’t know what it is like to
look into the mirror and feel phonier than a three-dollar
bill? Lewis made these two points concerning that
dilemma: “First, that human beings, all over the earth,
have this curious idea that they ought to behave in a
certain way, and cannot really get rid of it. Secondly,
that they do not in fact behave in that way. They know
the Law of Nature; they break it. These two facts are the
foundation of all clear thinking about ourselves and the
universe we live in.”4 I always wondered why Saint
Paul didn’t include that in the Seventh Chapter of
Romans.
On the other hand, if we live long enough, we will
also discover that the great freeing truth of Christianity
lies in its impossibility. For those struggling with all
their might to be “good Christians,” Lewis offers little
sympathy. “The main thing we learn from a serious
attempt to practice Christian virtues is that we fail.”5 It
is impossible, of course, apart from Christ. Like Lewis,
I am convinced that no genuine conversion is possible
short of that discovery. We will never move from eating
of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil to
eating of the Tree of Life until we come to the end of
our own efforts to please God. I will be eternally
grateful to Dr. Lewis for putting that into words for me.
Being an educator, I felt that it was my
responsibility to be able to answer every question and to
explain away those I couldn’t. This, of course, is the
curse of academia. It was a marvelous day, indeed,
when Lewis pointed out the fruitlessness of that pursuit.
“You can’t go on ‘explaining away’ forever: you will
find that you have explained explanation itself away.
You cannot go on ‘seeing through’ things forever. The
whole point of seeing through something is to see
something through it . . . to ‘see through’ all things is
the same as not to see.”6 It is often the great irony of
men’s lives that they become the very opposite of what
they think they are pursuing. Seeking to become a real
man, I found myself becoming, instead, what Lewis
described as a man without a chest.
Although our need to win the argument is one of
the surest signs that we are still eating of the wrong tree,
I was always painfully aware that even though
Christianity seemed to be disappearing from the public

square, the case for Christ still needed to be clearly
presented. Not as one among several “religious
choices” we might make, but one of eternal importance.
For those who weary of the debate, Lewis wrote, “One
must keep on pointing out that Christianity is a
statement which, if false, is of no importance, and if
true, of infinite importance. The one thing it cannot be
is moderately important.”7 I wish I had said that.
The second thing about C.S. Lewis’s writings that
attracts many ordinary readers is his marvelous sense of
humor. It is a genuine gift indeed, to be able to express
an extraordinary wit in the most ordinary moments of
life. For example, I am sure that none of you ever have
days when you would just as soon not go to church, but
I have those occasionally. And even though I don’t
quote Lewis to justify my own recalcitrance, I have
been encouraged several times in imaginary
conversations with the author in which he pointed out,
“But though I liked clergymen as I liked bears, I had as
little wish to be in the Church as in the zoo.”8
Now that I have mostly passed through middle-age
and am experiencing the senior moments of life, I can’t
help but chuckle at Lewis’s observation that “The
middle-aged man has great powers of passive
resistance.”9 It is amazing that those things youthful
willpower could never conquer are somehow simply
eliminated by weariness and forgetfulness. At the same
time, I couldn’t agree more with one of his final
observations about the times of our lives. He wrote,
“Yes, autumn is really the best of the seasons; and I’m
not sure that old age isn’t the best part of life. But of
course, like autumn, it doesn’t last.”10 I am writing this
in mid-October during the week of my sixty-third
birthday. The Indiana leaves are gorgeous and I am
having the best time of my life. I thank professor Lewis
for helping me see both of those more clearly.
Perhaps it is because I taught American History for
years next door to a Welshman who always wondered
what we did the second six weeks, but I couldn’t help
but smile as Lewis clarified the European perspective of
America as he reminded his colleagues, “Though we all
know, we often forget, that the existence of America
was one of the greatest disappointments in the history of
Europe.”11
For those who have ever experienced an
uncontrollable urge to laugh at the funeral home, or
suffered an attack of the snickers while reciting the
Lord’s Prayer on the Sabbath day, Lewis has some
compassion as he revealed, “In my own experience the
funniest things have occurred in the gravest and most
sincere conversations.”12
As morbid as it might sound, I found Lewis’s
humor to be particularly biblical as he encouraged his
readers to “Die before you die. There is no chance
after.”13 Although few would choose to preach it, this
line inspired what I think was one of my best sermons,
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entitled, Cheer up, God wants to kill you. Much good
humor seems to speak to a deeper matter, and it is
catching a glimpse of that universality which both
relieves some of the tension of our lives, and helps us
not to take ourselves so seriously. I totally agree with
Chesterton; that is the reason angels can fly.
The third reason C.S. Lewis’s writings appeal to
the ordinary reader is that he was such a good story
teller. Even those who can’t define the word “allegory,”
will find themselves drawn into a story if it is well-told.
The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, being among
his best known “stories,” has intrigued three generations
of children who were lucky enough to be either readers
or read to. Many adults have collected a piece or two of
the story that still seems to appear in their adult
conversations. My own favorite, often occurs in
conversations in which people are trying to evaluate
God. Seems like a strange activity, but one that man has
been preoccupied with since leaving the garden. In
those situations, my mind often flashes back to Lucy
asking Mrs. Beaver if this “Aslan” they are about to
meet is safe. If you remember the scene, Mr. Beaver,
without hesitation, blurts out, “Course he isn’t safe. But
he’s good.”14 I know of no better description of Christ
outside of the Scriptures.
Many ordinary men and women’s lives seem to
revolve around one simple question, “Why is this
happening to me?” Lewis brings unique understanding
to each of those personal stories as he eloquently states
the question—and the problem at the same time. “If
God were good, He would wish to make His creatures
perfectly happy, and if God were almighty, He would
be able to do what He wished. But His creatures are not
happy. Therefore, God lacks either goodness, or power,
or both.”15 Knowing that this is one of the questions
that we must live with, Lewis resists the temptation to
answer it, but does offer a bit of encouragement to those
in the midst of difficult times. “God whispers to us in
our pleasures, speaks in our conscience, but shouts in
our pain.”16 In The Pilgrim’s Regress, Lewis described
the impact of the “problem of pain” on individual’s
lives with a description of a map. The explanation went
something like this; “And what is this valley called? We
call it now simply Wisdom’s Valley: but the oldest
maps mark it as the Valley of Humiliation.”17
C.S. Lewis brings great balance to the search for
God by paraphrasing the first chapter of Romans,
“Indeed, in so far as the things unseen are manifested by
the things seen, one might from one point of view call
the whole material universe an allegory.”18 At the same
time, he rejects the dominant twentieth century mindset
which still seeks to find—or eliminate, God
scientifically. “Looking for God—or heaven—by
exploring space is like reading or seeing all
Shakespeare’s plays in the hope that you will find
Shakespeare.”19

The fourth way in which Lewis appeals to the
ordinary reader is in exposing them to something many
didn’t know they had, a spiritual imagination. As much
as we don’t want to say it, the heart of Christianity is
still a mystery. In the west, we prefer to leave mystery
to eastern religions, thinking that Christianity is
historical and demonstrable. Lewis begins the
conversation by pointing out that, “Reality, in fact, is
usually something you could not have guessed. That is
one of the reasons I believe Christianity.”20 Rather than
reject the subjectivity of Christianity, it is embracing it
that actually brings us to faith. In spite of the best
efforts of Josh McDowell and Lee Strobel, the case for
Christ is not going to be proven in a court of law. On
the other hand, Lewis doesn’t reject the realm of logic
and reason as he pointed out the irrationality of
existentialism when he wrote, “If the whole universe
has no meaning, we should never have found out that it
has no meaning.”21
Trying to explain how the omniscient, omnipotent,
omnipresent God of the universe could reduce himself
to a single cell in the womb of a teen-age Jewish girl
requires some spiritual imagination. But, it is an
inescapable step as Lewis explains, “Here and here
only, in all time, the myth must have become fact; the
Word, flesh; God, Man. This is not a religion, or a
philosophy. It is the summing up and actuality of them
all.”22 Lewis finishes the Problem of Pain with a most
sobering thought about the eternal seriousness of
applying our spiritual imagination correctly. “The day is
coming when you will wake to find, beyond all hope,
that you have attained it (Joy), or else, that it was within
your reach and you have lost it forever.”23
Finally, then, I believe that the ordinary man or
woman who discovers C.S. Lewis will be encouraged
by the fact that he didn’t believe there was any such
thing as an “ordinary” man. “There are no ordinary
people. You have never talked to a mere mortal.
Nations, cultures, arts, civilization—these are mortal,
and their life is to ours as the life of a gnat. But it is
immortals whom we joke with, work with, marry, snub,
and exploit—immortal horrors or everlasting
splendors.”24 It is for these “extraordinary” people then,
that Lewis makes sense out of Christianity. Few who
have ever put pen to paper in that quest, have succeeded
as C.S. Lewis has. He begins by pointing out that our
search for truth must start with our wanting to find what
is there, as opposed to what we want to be there. “If you
look for truth, you may find comfort in the end. If you
look for comfort you will not get either comfort or truth
. . . only soft soap and wishful thinking to begin with
and, in the end, despair.”25
Once the reader has discovered Truth as revealed
in Christ, Lewis explains what it means to be a
Christian. “Putting on Christ . . . is not one among many
jobs a Christian has to do; and it is not a sort of special
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exercise for the top class (of believers). It is the whole
of Christianity. Christianity offers nothing else at all.”26
He also describes the alternative with equal clarity. “To
walk out of God’s will is to walk into nowhere.”27
In summary then, what we are suggesting in this
brief and humble effort is that some of Lewis’s readers
connect with him personally as they also know the
feelings of childhood loneliness, finding an academic
refuge, and experiencing an adult conversion. If it were
possible, many pleasant hours could be spent with Jack
at the local pub reminiscing over those shared
experiences.
Since that isn’t possible, we still have the great
privilege of wandering through his writings looking for
things that we wish we had said, sharing a good laugh,
getting lost in the story, chasing our imaginations down
previously unexplored paths, and making sense out of
that which we have bet our lives upon. My concluding
prayer is simply, that like the good professor, we might
all come to the place where we can say, “I believe in
Christianity as I believe that the Sun has risen not only
because I see it but because by it I see everything
else.”28
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C.S. Lewis’s Idea of Happiness
Tracey Finck

In the movie Shadowlands, 1 there is a scene
showing C.S. (Jack) Lewis and his wife, Joy, on a
belated honeymoon adventure, looking for a certain
valley out in the English countryside. Jack says that he’s
happy.
Joy asks, “What kind of happy?”—teasing him
because he so predictably analyzes every concept into
categories.
Jack’s answer in the movie is, “Just happy. I don’t
want to be anywhere else.”
When we are experiencing happiness, we don’t
want to step out of it to analyze it. But happily for us,
C.S. Lewis’s life was not one continuous stream of
ecstatic happiness; he had time to write objectively on
the subject for the benefit of you and me. I find his
theory of happiness laid out most straightforwardly in
“The Weight of Glory,” and its significance illustrated
most vividly in The Great Divorce, both of which we
will look at shortly.
But let’s start by taking a closer look at the happy
honeymooner: Jack didn’t want to be anywhere else. He
wanted what he had. We can take from this a broad
definition: Happiness is the experience of having what
you want or wanting what you have.
I realize that there are many other ways to define
happiness. People like to debate, for example, about
whether happiness is obtained directly or indirectly, and
whether it’s a thing in itself or merely an aspect of other
things. But I hope you will bear with me and, for the
sake of argument, try on this definition to see if it
makes sense as a framework for Lewis’s comments on
the subject.
If we agree that, in general, happiness is the
experience of wanting what we have or having what we
want, it is easy to see how Lewis could distinguish
categories. There can be as many different kinds of
happiness as there are objects of desire.
Lewis believed that some things are better to desire
than others, and he ranked them in a hierarchy. The
more solid 2 the object you desire, the more profound
your happiness (if you get it) or your unhappiness (if
you don’t).
The significance of the hierarchy is that reality
often forces a choice. In the preface to The Great
Divorce, Lewis explains that he wrote the book as a
rebuttal to the popular notion that “reality never
presents us with an absolutely unavoidable ‘either/or.’”

The truth is, he says, that “you cannot take all luggage
with you on all journeys; on one journey even your
right hand and your right eye may be among the things
you have to leave behind.” 3 A right hand and a right eye
are very good things. I’m happy to have mine. But
Lewis invokes the authority of Christ here 4 to tell me
that this happiness is nothing compared with the
happiness I’ll have if I’m willing to let them go in
exchange for a better reward: Desire the best reward if
you want the best happiness.
Reading C.S. Lewis has taught me that this choice
pervades daily life. All day long I make choices
between good things of varying caliber. My capacity to
bear the weight of this responsibility grows as I
willingly bear it. I become capable of choosing more
solid happiness—even of desiring more solid
happiness—step by step, choice by choice.
In “The Weight of Glory,” Lewis introduces us to
an “ignorant child who wants to go on making mud pies
in a slum because he cannot imagine what is meant by
the offer of a holiday at the sea.” 5 The child wants what
he has and is happy. (What kind of happy? Mud-pie
happy.) He doesn’t believe there is something better to
want, a better happiness to be had. There’s nothing
wrong with delighting in making mud pies; in fact, if all
that life offers you is mud, the best choice you have is
to make mud pies with gusto. The point is to realize that
something better may present itself, in which case you
are wise to leave the mud behind.
Sometimes an object of our desire is taken from us.
Imagine if the child’s uncle, instead of asking him
whether he wanted to come to the seaside, forcibly took
him there. The child is suddenly deprived of his familiar
slum and delivered to the beach. He has no choice
about his situation. But as to happiness, the choice is
still his. This choice Lewis articulates beautifully
through the voice of the Green Lady in Perelandra, the
second book of his science fiction trilogy. The Lady
lives in an unfallen world and is the epitome of
happiness; in fact, prior to this scene in the book, the
possibility of unhappiness never occurred to her. Here
she is speaking to Ransom, the visitor from the fallen
planet (earth):
“What you have made me see,” answered the
Lady, “is as plain as the sky, but I never saw it
before. Yet it has happened every day. One

2

C.S. Lewis’s Idea of Happiness ● Tracey Finck

goes into the forest to pick food and already
the thought of one fruit rather than another has
grown up in one’s mind. Then, it may be, one
finds a different fruit and not the fruit one
thought of. One joy was expected and another
is given. But this I had never noticed before—
that the very moment of the finding there is in
the mind a kind of thrusting back, or setting
aside. The picture of the fruit you have not
found is still, for a moment, before you. And if
you wished . . . you could keep it there. You
could send your soul after the good you had
expected, instead of turning it to the good you
had got. You could refuse the real good; you
could make the real fruit taste insipid by
thinking of the other.” 6
Unhappiness—the experience of wanting an unavailable
good or of not wanting the available good—is an alltoo-real possibility. The only way to avoid it is to
exercise one’s free will, redirecting the mind to want
the new good, the available good, or the best from
among the available goods.
This is how Jack’s mother must have lived. He
says, in his spiritual autobiography Surprised By Joy:
The Shape of My Early Life, that his mother’s side of
the family “had the talent for happiness in a high
degree—went straight for it as experienced travelers go
for the best seat in a train.” 7 Happiness isn’t generally
considered a talent; many people see it as an arbitrary
wind that blows on some people and not others, for no
apparent reason, and leaves as unpredictably as it
arrives. Not so, says Lewis. We can develop the talent
for it. In fact, it is a two-fold skill, as we have been
discussing: one aspect is to want what we have; the
second is to learn the true value of all good things so we
can choose wisely when options present themselves.
Some Christians develop the second skill but not
the first. They have fearfully concluded that the only
way to be prepared for eternal happiness is not to
indulge in any lower form of happiness. Earthly
happiness is seen as sinful—and desire, since it is the
force that draws us to various kinds of happiness or
pleasure—is seen as dangerous. These Christians, along
with the Buddhists, have set about to eliminate desire
itself. Desire is evil because if we don’t get what we
desire, we experience unhappiness. If we do get what
we desire, we may get in trouble. Or we may not die to
self. And how can we be sure that we aren’t desiring
something that is not intended for us, in which case we
would be coveting?
Lewis, in response, defends desire:
The New Testament has lots to say about selfdenial, but not about self-denial as an end in
itself. We are told to deny ourselves and to

take up our crosses in order that we may
follow Christ; and nearly every description of
what we shall ultimately find if we do so
contains an appeal to desire. If there lurks in
most modern minds the notion that to desire
our own good and earnestly to hope for the
enjoyment of it is a bad thing, I submit that
this notion has crept in from Kant and the
Stoics and is no part of the Christian faith.
Indeed, if we consider the unblushing
promises or reward and the staggering nature
of the rewards promised in the Gospels, it
would seem that Our Lord finds our desires
not too strong, but too weak. We are halfhearted creatures, fooling around with drink
and sex and ambition when infinite joy is
offered us. . . . We are far too easily pleased. 8
In The Great Divorce, the lizard of lust is “killed”
and transformed into a stallion of desire that carries its
owner to the mountains. “Lust is a poor, weak,
whimpering whispering thing compared with that
richness and energy of desire which will arise when lust
has been killed.” 9 Desire is not the enemy; it is the
transportation. If we can train it not to be distracted, it
will carry us to the best reward: glory.
Glory is indeed the highest object of desire and the
source of ultimate happiness. But here’s the practical
problem: “glory” is a bit vague and abstract. It’s
difficult to want it. We haven’t tasted it, or we have had
a taste but haven’t learned to savor it. Our taste hasn’t
developed, as my dad used to say about us kids when he
and mom were eating something gourmet and we opted
for hot dogs.
The good news is that our tastes can be developed.
Lewis says our situation is similar to that a schoolboy
studying Greek grammar. An enjoyment of Greek
poetry is the proper reward, but at the beginning, the
boy can’t even imagine that reward, so it doesn’t
motivate him. He starts by working for a lower,
temporary reward, like good grades or the approval of
his teacher.
Gradually, enjoyment creeps in upon the mere
drudgery. . . . It is just insofar as he
approaches the reward that he becomes able to
desire it for its own sake; indeed, the power of
so desiring it is itself a preliminary reward.
The Christian, in relation to heaven, is in
much the same position as the schoolboy.
Those who have attained everlasting life in the
vision of God doubtless know very well that it
is no mere bribe, but the very consummation
of their earthly discipleship; but we . . . cannot
even begin to know it at all except by
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continuing to obey and finding the first reward
of our obedience in our increasing power to
desire the ultimate reward. 10
Lewis’s theory of happiness is that we develop the
capacity to desire and to savor glory by desiring and
savoring the “practice” rewards of earth. But we must
remember they are only for practice and will lose their
value as soon as the more solid reward appears. My
fifteen-year-old daughter can’t wait to get her driver’s
permit. That will be a great reward for her; she’ll no
doubt savor it. But if, when the time came for her solid
driver’s license, she should refuse it because she
couldn’t bear to give up the permit that had given her
such happiness, she would miss the much greater
happiness and freedom of being able to drive without
adult supervision. The nature of the permit is that it is
temporary. It is for training purposes only. So with all
earthly joys. They are temporary, for training purposes
only. When a student driver passes her driving test, she
gives up the permit but retains the ability to drive. The
new good, the license, allows her to exercise that
capacity more broadly and freely. When the time comes
to give up a particular thing that taught us happiness,
we will not only retain the capacity to receive
happiness; we will find broader and greater use for it.
Jack and Joy Lewis had a happy marriage. The fact
that Joy had cancer forced them to remember that it was
temporary. This tragedy alerted them to their own
happiness. The honeymoon adventure scene in
Shadowlands portrays them talking about the fact that
their togetherness can’t last long. Joy says that’s what
intensifies their ability to savor it: “The pain then is part
of the happiness now.”
What can we say, then, about earthy happiness? I
think Jack and Joy Lewis would beseech us to learn the
relative value of it. Enjoy it, yet be prepared to trade it
in a heartbeat for a pearl of greater price, a happiness of
greater solidity.
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C.S. Lewis, Tutor
Joel D. Heck

I want you to imagine that the year is 1950. You
are an undergraduate at Magdalen College, Oxford, and
you have begun your study of English language and
literature. C.S. Lewis is your tutor.
Looking “Along” a Tutorial with Lewis
Since the tutorial is a formal event, you arrive for
your tutorial in the New Building, third staircase, third
set of rooms, wearing your academic gown. Upon
entering you see Tintoretto’s “The Origin of the Milky
Way,” a reproduction of a painting from the National
Gallery in London with its depiction of Jupiter,
Hercules, and Juno, whose milk formed both the Milky
Way above and some lilies below. Two armchairs, a
large sofa, a dining table and chairs sparsely adorn the
room.1
Lewis sits in his armchair, chain-smoking Wills
Gold Flake cigarettes or a pipe, wearing a brown Harris
Tweed Jacket, gray flannel trousers, and carpet
slippers.2 You take the easy chair on the left-hand side
of the fireplace.
You read the essay assigned the previous week,
perhaps three thousand words or more, while Lewis
listens carefully.3 Lewis always does some of the same
readings that he assigns you, because of his
conscientious concern to provide appropriate critique.
He jots down notes on a pad as you read your essay.
After the reading of the essay, Lewis pauses and then
critiques your essay, following the pattern that
Kirkpatrick instilled in him, challenging the use of
inexact words or phrases or your interpretation of the
previous week’s readings.
He invites you elaborate further on a couple of
points you have made. So you elaborate, and the two of
you discuss. Lewis suggests that you might care to read
what so and so has said on this topic.4
Here is an example of that critique, as J. O Reed
describes in his diary an essay he wrote in 1950 on
Shakespeare’s King Lear, drawing encouragement from
Lewis’s reaction:
I am a little nervous before the tutorial (when I
am to read the essay which is upon the two
plots in King Lear) but all goes well. . . .
When I have finished Lewis says my essay
was good, well-written, & bringing in an

interesting new theory of my own. The epithet
‘well-written’ is most surprising—tho’
perhaps, touched up, it does not read too
badly. Also I think he is surprisingly tolerant
of my theory, which at the time had seemed
very flimsy to me. When the tutorial finishes,
he says my essay was good again & I go off
contented.5
Reed describes another tutorial with Lewis in
which more substantive discussion of various themes
took place:
Down at 10 to the tutorial. This continues ‘til
11.15, & contains much interesting discussion
on the Relationship of Art & Life—Lewis sees
a fullness in our everyday perceptions gained
through art—poetry gives us, as it were,
emotional or aesthetic “proverbs” to apply to
life—We see in a tree all that our reading has
told us of trees—Both of their imaginative
values through literature and art & their
construction and processes through our
scientific study.6
Near the end of the tutorial, friendly conversation
is included. The tutorial ends with an assignment of the
next week’s work, including a Reading List, and after
about an hour you leave. For those familiar with the
Lewis essay “Meditation in a Toolshed,” you have just
looked “along” a tutorial with Lewis. Next we look “at”
Lewis tutorials, but briefly.
Looking “At” the Tutorial with Lewis
Students of Lewis began each academic term with
Collections. During Collections, every student would
write two three-hour papers, one on Old or Middle
English during the morning and the other on later
literature during the afternoon, all of it based on the
previous term’s work and work done during vacation.
Lewis would conscientiously grade these papers, thirty
to forty of them, during the first week of the term so
that he would know what sort of progress the students
had made and how much they remembered from the last
term.7
Insight into the course of study in tutorials comes
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from Edward L. Edmonds:
Lewis’ approach to English Literature was
strictly chronological. We started with AngloSaxon and finished at 1832. We began with
the early Anglo-Saxon prose à la Sweet, e.g.
The Voyages of Ohthere and Wulstan and
through the Saxon Chronicle, to the fiery,
more polemical prose of the sermon of Bishop
Wulfstan, Archbishop of York, 1002–1023.
We also “did” a considerable number of the
poems, including “The Fall of the Angels,”
“The Seafarer,” “Judith,” “The Phoenix,” and
“The Battle of Maldon.” Thence to Spenser,
Shakespeare, Milton, the 18th century and
early 19th century.
In language-study, etymology of words may
be out of fashion today, but Lewis insisted on
it. He picked up Tyndale’s use of “scapegoat”
(in his translation of the New Testament from
the Greek in 1525). Milton’s coinages,
“pandemonium” or “ethereal,” for example,
received close attention. We noted Milton’s
strikingly transitive use of the verb “scowl” in
“scowls o’er the darkened landscape snow and
showers.” His reference to “charm of earliest
birds” took us back to Anglo-Saxon “cyrm”;
to the “charms” too, which we had already
studied, as well as to other later usages, by Sir
Walter Scott, for example.8
In 1925, Lewis averaged four tutorials a day, three
in the morning and one in the late afternoon, usually
one or two students at a time.9 Later, he tutored many
more students, reaching a peak of 43 during
Michaelmas Term in 1947. The five years immediately
after World War II saw the largest contingency of
students at Magdalen, as many soldiers returned from
the war to continue their education.
Assessment of Lewis’s Tutorial Method
C.S. Lewis, the tutor, received mixed reviews from
his former undergraduates. Most of them, however,
especially the better undergraduates, appreciated his
tutorials. His critics, while few, tend to come from those
who were ideologically separate from Lewis. Humphrey
Carpenter claimed that many undergraduates were
frightened by his manner of conducting tutorials,10
while George Bailey wrote, “. . . Lewis’s great fault,
perhaps his only one as a teacher, was his basic lack of
interest in his students as individuals.”11 Not serious
criticisms, but criticisms nevertheless.
However, many of his students would challenge
that characterization. Charles Arnold-Baker wrote to

me, stating, “Intellectually arrogant he certainly was
not—he was actually tolerant—but he would not accept
the weak and insipid undergraduate who thought that
the world owed him a degree. It was said that he would
eat an undergraduate for breakfast. Not so! He
respected anyone who had done their homework. If
sometimes he bit deeply into an intellect, he did so
because it was his job.”12 A. E. F. Davis stated, “He
was, above all, a gentlemanly and jovial man of
learning, exact in factual accuracy but ready for any
form of argument.”13
W. J. B. Owen, an English professor at McMaster
University in Hamilton, Ontario, agreed. Owen stated,
“. . . he was a splendid tutor. . . . I learned much of
scholarly method and clear thinking from this process,
and also, perhaps, a gracious approach to pupils which I
tried to adopt as a teacher myself.”14
Edward Edmonds agreed with this characterization
of Lewis the scholar who held high standards and would
accept nothing but the student’s best effort: “Lewis
made no concessions; and perhaps for the first time I
learned to submit to stringent criticism. But, he was
never cynical or sarcastic; and his own frequent change
of intellectual stance taught me one very valuable
lesson for my own students later on, namely that no one
should be regarded as an absolute authority. Thus,
much as he respected Tillyard, Tillyard for him was not
the only authority on Milton, any more than A. C.
Bradley’s views of Shakespeare were the exclusive
ones.”15
Another of his former students also challenged the
view of Carpenter and Bailey. Stating that Lewis’s
affectionate soubriquet in one group of students was
“Papa Lewis,” Paul Piehler claimed that “the idea of
Lewis being intimidating among those guys [a group of
his students] would have raised incredulous laughter.”16
Lest one think that Piehler came to Oxford already
enthralled with Lewis, he has written: “All my Catholic
relatives were crazy about Lewis, thought it marvelous
that I would be in HIS college. I was correspondingly
dubious, envisioning a tall cadaverous clerical type who
would doubtless be maddeningly prone to reduce all
literary questions to moral or religious platitudes, so no
doubt he’d prove a serious distraction from the studies I
intended. I was at that time an almost totally convinced
anti-clerical atheist, having read something of all the
great iconoclasts of that era, Freud, Frazer, Robertson,
etc.”17
Lewis seems to have been differently received by
different students. Those who were shy probably did
not appreciate Lewis’s direct style, nor did those who
were not dedicated to their studies, such as John
Betjeman, the later poet laureate of England. Former
student Peter Bayley has written, “Lewis valued time as
few men I have met, before or since, have done.”18
Those who were wasting Lewis’s time would know it.
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But the students who came to learn, who came to be
challenged and to grow soon discovered the joy of
learning.
Peter Bayley described this Lewisian approach to
tutorials in more detail. Bayley wrote, “Even more
alarming was his ceaselessly active, almost aggressive
conduct of the tutorial. . . . There was something
unintentionally rebuffing about Lewis’s intellectual
supremacy.” Lewis was a brilliant man, confident in his
learning, anxious to impart that learning to students, and
not willing to put up with less than a student’s best
effort. When Lewis once wrote on a student’s paper,
“Load every rift with ore,” he was encouraging the use
of examples and quotations, inviting the student to read
widely and incorporate concepts from that reading into
his writing.19 As Luke Rigby once wrote, by showing
his appreciation and his enthusiasm for learning, Lewis
instilled confidence in his students and also demanded
effort, both of which resulted in learning.20 Perhaps
most important of all, however, Lewis directed his
opposition to the views that were held and never to the
people who held them.21 Those who were unable to
distinguish between the viewpoint and the person failed
to see the charity with which he treated people and the
challenge with which he treated poor logic or
unsubstantiated views.
John Lawlor wrote, “One quickly felt that for him
dialectic supplied the place of conversation.” After
some time, Lawlor came to appreciate “the weekly bout
in which no quarter was asked or given.”22 Edward
Edmonds wrote,
Always he was probing, always testing to see
how far a particular student could go. He once
handed me the philosopher Owen Barfield’s
book Poetic Diction and asked me to read and
comment on it. . . . He loved to throw out
challenges and see if a student would pick
them up.23
Rachel Trickett, English Tutor at St. Hugh’s in
Oxford, brought both disparate viewpoints together
when she wrote, “Pupils who survived the combat of his
tutorials learned to love and rely on his humanity and
loyalty and his stealthy generosity.”24 A. E. F. Davis
summarized Lewis the person and Lewis the tutor, when
he wrote, “He was, above all, a gentlemanly and jovial
man of learning, exact in factual accuracy but ready for
any form of argument.”25

This material adapted from Chapter 7 of Irrigating
Deserts: C.S. Lewis on Education by Joel Heck,
forthcoming in 2005 from Concordia Publishing House.
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George MacDonald’s Insights into Science and Religion
Mary Ellis Taylor

In the Introduction for his book George
MacDonald: An Anthology, C.S. Lewis praised
MacDonald's closeness to the Spirit of Christ. He also
expressed his indebtedness and gratitude to George
MacDonald. I want to express my indebtedness and
gratitude to C.S. Lewis, because his book introduced
me to George MacDonald, whose writings have
enriched all aspects of my life.
The most publicized disputes today between
religion and science focus primarily upon our world
views, what we believe about the origin and purpose of
the earth and life on earth. What I'm calling the “My
World View Is Better Than Yours” contest may not be
the only game in town, but our individual world views
either enhance or damage our true humanity. In fact,
our world views influence our entire attitude toward
ourselves, other humans, and all life. These are not
frivolous matters.
I believe George MacDonald's insights can help us
find our way through current disputes. I will first offer
my interpretation of George MacDonald's world view. I
will then submit three alternative world views together
with MacDonald's specific comments about each of the
three.
MacDonald respected religion and science as two
honorable, nonconflicting realms of human activity that
have differing methods, goals, and knowledge. In the
midst of various contradictory views popular during the
nineteenth century, George MacDonald shaped an
exciting, scientifically reasonable, and spiritually
invigorating world view in terms of God's intent.
MacDonald distinguishes what he calls God's intent
from what he calls God's ways and means. MacDonald
views God's intent as God's desire for a material world
that allows free and independent creatures to exist and
reach fulfillment by choosing truth and compassionate
goodness. In contrast, he views God's ways and means
as the world of nature and natural law that science
investigates. His evenhanded description of the
distinction between the Why questions asked by religion
and the How questions asked by science can give us
guidance as we seek to understand differing world
views today.
MacDonald's answer to the big why question in
religion, “Why do we and the universe exist?” is that
God seeks to share with creatures the blessedness that
can be enjoyed by a life dedicated to truth and love.

MacDonald's answer the big how question of science,
“How do things come into being and how do they
function?” is that God uses natural physical phenomena
and natural laws as the ways and the means to
accomplish the divine intent.
MacDonald points out the difference between
God's intent and God's ways and means with this
illustration:
“The truth of a flower is, not the facts about it,
be they correct as ideal science itself, but the
shining, glowing, gladdening, patient thing
throned on its stalk, the compeller of smile
and tear . . . . The idea of God is the flower;
his idea is not the botany of the flower. Its
botany is but a thing of ways and means—of
canvas and colour and brush in relation to the
picture in the painter's brain.”1
This was not a put down of God's ways and means.
MacDonald was intensely attracted to the study of
science and taught it occasionally. He welcomed the
emerging nineteenth century astronomical, geological,
and biological understandings of the evolving nature of
the cosmos, the earth, and life upon earth. He stated:
“The ways of God go down into microscopic depths, as
well as up into telescopic heights—and with more
marvel, for there lie the beginnings of life.”2
As he continued to explain the ways and means of
God, MacDonald tossed out a startling conjecture: “All
things are possible with God, but all things are not easy
. . . . It is not easy for him to create . . . and divine
history shows how hard.”3 Condensing this thought,
MacDonald stated: “The whole history is a divine
agony to give divine life to creatures.”4 Switching from
a description of intent to a description of ways and
means, MacDonald declared: “I imagine the difficulty
. . . of such creation so great, that for it God must begin
inconceivably far back in the infinitesimal regions of
beginnings, . . . eternal miles beyond the last
farthest-pushed discovery in protoplasm—to set in
motion that division from himself which in its grand
result should be individuality, consciousness, choice,
and conscious choice.”5
Support for the plausibility of MacDonald's world
view is coming from two refreshing movements
currently taking place, one in science and one in
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theology. In science, a growing recognition of an
incompleteness in the classical theory of evolution is
suggesting that life's inherent ability to create surprising
novelty needs to be given an integral place in
evolutionary thinking. Similarly, in theology, a mode of
speaking of God as the source of all forms of newness
and novelty, past, present, and future, is emerging.
These two movements suggest an open future. This
openness can supplant a determinism implied by an
interpretation of evolution that says that nothing is
going on except mutation and natural selection. This
openness can also supplant a determinism implied by
any theology that limits God to a detailed blueprint.
These new scientific and theological ways of
thinking are attempts to express the puzzling concept
that MacDonald had in mind when he spoke of God as
“the present living idea informing the cosmos.”6 To
illustrate such moment by moment, lively, natural
creations, ones visibly informed and interpenetrated by
God, MacDonald describes three common occurrences.
He wrote,
“See the freedom of God in his sunsets—never
a second one like the one foregone!—in his
moons and skies—in the ever-changing solid
earth!—all moving by no dead law, but in the
harmony of the vital law of liberty, God's
creative perfection—all ordered from
within.”7
The “all ordered from within” was difficult for me
to understand, until with great excitement I followed
and deluged my friends with what appeared to be a
whole new way to look at the world based upon the
discoveries of self-replication in fractal geometry, the
unpredictability in natural patterning and chaos theory,
and the systems and information approaches to selforganization found within simple one-celled organisms
as well as within the most complex. MacDonald was
right! Everything is ordered from within, but in concert
with an indwelling freedom rather than according to a
precise predetermined plan.
George MacDonald's remarkable insights can help
us understand alternate world views. Although
MacDonald supports the objectivity of science, which is
essential to modern life, he points out that scientific
objectivity limits its realm of competency by choosing
to exclude from its studies important aspects of human
life, such as friendship, purpose, meaning, and
compassion. MacDonald did not fault science for this,
nor should we. Science is unbelievably successful at
doing what it is designed to do.
Rather than getting bogged down in the disputes
between participants in the contest I'm calling “My
World View Is Better Than Yours,” we can choose to

consider what each world view values and seeks to
preserve.
The first contenders are scientists who value and
seek to preserve the objective facts of science, but
because they find no scientific evidence for God or
meaning or purpose in human life, they conclude that
neither God, meaning, nor purpose exist. Only the
physical world has any reality. This leads them to reject
outright the idea of creation by God.
When George MacDonald was faced with this
same world view, he drew a fine but interesting
distinction that still holds true. Science teaches a
scientist not to state as fact something he or she does
not know, but science does not teach a scientist to state
as fact that what he or she does not know has no
existence. MacDonald's pithy statement reads:
“Scientific men may be unbelievers, but it is
not from the teaching of science. Science
teaches that a man must not say he knows
what he does not know; not that what a man
does not know he may say does not exist.”8
MacDonald also gave this more personal response:
“If a man tells me that science says God is not
a likely being, I answer, Probably not—such
as you, who have given your keen, admirable,
enviable powers to the observation of outer
things only, are capable of supposing him; but
that the God I mean may not be the very heart
of the lovely order you see so much better than
I, you have given me no reason to fear. My
God may be above and beyond and in all
that.”9
The second contenders in the contest “My World
View Is Better Than Yours” vigorously oppose any
exclusively physical, Godless interpretation of the
world. They endeavor to uphold more than an
intellectual belief in God as creator. They value and
seek to preserve the essential religious meanings of
creation and the implications for human life associated
with the concept of creation by God. Supporters of
Creationism and Intelligent Design Theory are two
examples. There are differences between the two
movements, but they both appear to prefer thinking that
God uses supernatural rather than natural ways and
means to create humans.
Intelligent Design Theory is especially attractive to
those who place a strong emphasis upon God as the
intelligent designer of the world. MacDonald referred to
William Paley's analogy of a man finding a watch and
concluding that just as a watch requires a watchmaker,
design in the natural world requires an intelligent
designer. MacDonald was not satisfied with the idea
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that the design we perceive in the world is proof that
God exists and is its intelligent designer. MacDonald
states:
“That was how Paley viewed it. He taught us
to believe there is a God from the mechanism
of the world. But, allowing all the argument to
be quite correct, what does it prove? A
mechanical God, and nothing more.”10
For MacDonald, who dedicated his total being to a God
of unlimited love, this idea of God was completely
inadequate.
The third contenders in the “My World View Is
Better Than Yours” contest tend to be unobtrusive,
unorganized, and widespread in the Western world.
This world view is supported, sometimes consciously
but for the most part unconsciously, by everyone who
fails to question a common assumption that nature and
the laws that govern nature are separate from and
independent of God.
MacDonald rejects this common assumption. He
believes that nature and the laws of nature originate in
God, are encompassed by God, and are God's loving
means and ways to further the divine intent. He
challenges us to consider what it would be like to live in
a world where no love exists at the source of natural
law, life, and conscious beings. He describes such a
world this way: “Nowhere at the root of things is love—
it is only a something that came after, some sort of
fungous excrescence in the hearts of men grown . . .
superior to their origin. Law, nothing but cold
impassive, material law, is the root of things,” luckily
unconscious and lifeless. Otherwise this power would
be “a demon.”11
This passage puzzled me. It seemed excessive,
especially the word demon. Gradually I realized that
events of the twentieth century alone have forced us to
recognize that thousands of individuals in numerous
areas of our world have suffered cruelly atrocious
treatment because immense human power, alive,
conscious, but without love, proved itself to be
excessively demonic.
MacDonald offers a glorious alternative to this
common belief that nature is separate from and
independent of God: the belief that a loving God both
dwells within and encompasses the complex marvels of
nature. These marvels are not the result of a power
independent of God. It is God who originates, informs,
pervades, and sustains all natural laws as God's ways
and means. The laws are God's intent in action.
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Casting Light on Lilith: A Biblical Approach
Marie K. Hammond

Introduction
In his essay “The Fantastic Imagination,” George
MacDonald states that if a fairy tale has proportion and
harmony, and in consequence vitality, then it must also
have meaning. He does not, however, advocate that the
author make this meaning explicit. Rather, he says:
“Everyone . . . who feels the story, will read its meaning
after his own nature and development: one man will
read one meaning in it, another will read another.”1
Indeed, as David Robb points out, the author of a
fantasy work may not fully understand its meaning or
intend a particular interpretation, because its inspiration
seems to come from a source outside himself.2
Particularly perplexing and disquieting among
MacDonald’s works is his fantasy novel Lilith, treating
as it does the difficult subjects of suffering, death, and
sin. Evil in many forms appears before the reader, while
the narrator tells us at a crucial point in the story that
“(n)one but God hates evil and understands it.”3 What,
then, are we to make of this book Lilith?
In recent years, critics of the fantasy have
attempted to interpret MacDonald’s work in terms of
ideas prevalent in the late 20th century. A more helpful
approach, perhaps, is the one adopted here, which takes
into account the manifold biblical references and
allusions sprinkled throughout the text, as well as the
author’s deep religious faith. With such a marvelously
complex work as Lilith, any generalization one makes
or interpretation one gives is bound to be a
simplification. Nevertheless, the ideas presented in this
paper may cast some light on Lilith and thereby assist
readers in finding the meaning most enriching and
uplifting to themselves.
Brief Plot Summary
The narrator Mr. Vane sees in his library the
shadowy figure of a former librarian Mr. Raven.
Encountering Raven alternately in human and bird
form, Vane speaks with him and follows him through a
mirror into a world of seven dimensions. Here Raven
invites him to sleep in a frozen chamber beside many
still bodies, but Vane runs away.
In his journeys through the strange world, Vane
meets hideous monsters, skeletons engaged in battle,
innocent children, and dancers without faces. He

encounters two powerful women, Mara, who is
mysterious but good, and Lilith, who is utterly evil.
Although Vane’s intentions are usually noble, he is
headstrong. In refusing advice from those who know
better, he muddles his efforts to help the children and
causes much misery.
Meanwhile, Lilith is given opportunities to repent
of her selfish deeds but she refuses. After much
suffering, she yields a little but still cannot open her
clenched hand. She is taken to Raven, revealed to be
her former husband Adam, whom she asks to cut off her
hand. Once that is done, she and Vane sleep in the
chamber of death. Vane wakes, sometimes in his own
house and sometimes in the other world, never sure
which existence is real and which is a dream.
Why a Biblical Approach?
Among the many possible avenues to
interpretation, it would be worthwhile to choose one
that is consistent with the author’s way of thinking.
According to his son Greville, George MacDonald
considered his first draft of Lilith to be “a mandate
direct from God.”4 Thus we know the work has
religious significance, at least for the author. Further,
we know that MacDonald held moral law to be revealed
and absolute; he says a teller of fairy tales may invent
new laws of nature so long as he works within them, but
he is not free to invent moral law, which remains the
same in all worlds. “In physical things a man may
invent; in moral things he must obey—and take their
laws with him into his invented world as well.”5 Thus it
would be profitable to look to the source of moral law,
as understood by MacDonald, for help in elucidating
this fantasy tale of sin and forgiveness.
If we did not already suspect that the Bible was an
important source of inspiration to George MacDonald,
a reading of Lilith would point us in that direction.
Indeed, Tim Martin has compiled a list of
approximately 140 biblical allusions in Lilith,6 and John
Docherty has stated in particular how some of these
passages, especially chapters 9 and 10 of Mark’s
gospel, appertain to the novel.7 Beyond the many
scriptural references, the biblical names of some
characters provide clues as to the role they play in the
story.
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Another indication of the importance of the Bible
to this story is the part played by books, especially the
mysterious book fragment in Vane’s library that crosses
over between two worlds. While the book in question is
certainly not the Bible, its words arouse in Vane certain
“spiritual sensations” and a longing to know more of its
contents. (14) Vane cannot release the fragment from
the shelf where it is firmly fixed, but he later hears
Raven read from the book ancient poems about Lilith’s
experiences in two worlds. Vane’s father, in his written
recollections of a conversation he had with Raven about
passageways between worlds, quotes the librarian as
saying, “A book . . . is a door in, and therefore a door
out.” (39) When Vane goes back into his own world for
the last time, he sees the board of a large book closing
behind him. Somehow, words and books give means of
entry into another world, just as Holy Scripture might
be considered a link between bodily existence and
spiritual existence, or between earthly and heavenly
realms. This idea is reinforced by the fact that Raven, a
librarian in one world, is sexton and mortician in the
other world, caring for bodies instead of books.
On the other hand, it might be, as Stephen Prickett
suggests, that the book spanning two worlds symbolizes
in a more general sense the accumulated wisdom from
centuries of human experience.8 Granting this
interpretation, it must be remembered that MacDonald
was heavily influenced by writers such as Dante,
Bunyan, Milton, and Law, whose works are often
rooted in Scripture.
Finally, a biblical approach to Lilith is consistent
with observations of Dr. Greville MacDonald, named
by his father in the 1890’s as “the only one left to me
who quite understands me.”9 According to Dr.
MacDonald, Lilith is “an allegory of two worlds,” one
having three concrete dimensions and one containing
those three and adding four spiritual dimensions.10 The
son finds similarities in his father’s novel to ideas of
Spenser, Blake, and Boehme, but he also employs
biblical concepts such as grace, hell-fire, and
resurrection of the body and mentions Eve and Mary
Magdelene in his commentary on Lilith.11
Biblical Themes
Whether one reads Lilith as a series of adventures
occurring in two different worlds or as a metaphysical
dream taking place entirely within Vane’s mind, the
themes of the novel will be essentially the same. The
book is a profound examination of human sin, its types,
its consequences, and its cures. These themes can be
illuminated by noting their connection with biblical
truths, starting from the creation story and going
forward to the teachings of Jesus, the writings of Paul,
and the revelation of John.

In a book about sin, it is appropriate that Adam and
Eve should appear, inasmuch as they are associated in
the Bible with original sin. Giving a nice ironic turn to
the story, MacDonald allows the initiators of sin to be
sent as rescuers to the human race. Noel O’Donaghue
carries this idea further by associating the characters
Adam and Eve, who in their roles in Lilith attempt to
reconcile human beings to God, with Christ and Mary.12
This theory might be supported by Vane’s recognition
that “Mr. Raven was indeed Adam, the old and the new
man; and that his wife, ministering in the house of the
dead, was Eve, the mother of us all, the lady of the new
Jerusalem.” (155) In depicting Adam and Eve as guides
and rescuers, MacDonald is reminding us that our
Savior was himself a man, as proclaimed so eloquently
by Paul: “For since by man came death, by man came
also the resurrection of the dead. For as in Adam all die,
even so in Christ shall all be made alive.”13
Allusions to Eden and the creation account are
plentiful, from the innocent and happy existence of the
Little Ones to the scene (98-105) where Vane finds an
unconscious, naked woman, notices her ribs, watches
by her side for seven days, wonders if she is to be his
companion, and even compares himself to Adam. Later
he makes clothing for her from leaves and thinks of a
serpent in connection with her actions. These allusions
to the creation and fall remind the reader that sin is an
inevitable part of human experience from the very
beginning.
Types of Sin
Appearing in the novel are many types of sin,
depicted in the unwholesome creatures Vane meets
during his travels. The two sins most emphasized are
those exemplified in the main characters Vane and
Lilith, which for the sake of brevity will be denoted
“willfulness” and “selfishness.”
The willful character Vane always insists on doing
things his own way, even in the face of evidence that his
actions are inappropriate and wrong. Early in the story,
he is given the opportunity to rest in the chamber of
death, but he declines. Raven attributes this to his being
“neither weary nor heavy laden,” (26) suggesting by
this scriptural allusion that Vane is not willing to be
meek or lowly in heart, and that he has refused the light
yoke and easy burden.(Matt. 11:28-30) Before
submitting to God’s will, he wants to go home and
accomplish something by his own efforts, much like the
men in Luke’s gospel who will not follow Jesus until
their personal business is done. (Luke 9:57-62)
Vane ignores repeated warnings from people he
loves and trusts to stay away from the evil princess, and
he forgets Raven’s injunction (97) to believe no one
who has lied to him. His desire to know more leads him
(like the biblical Adam and Eve) into temptation he
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cannot resist. Because Vane is willfully disobedient to
powers greater than himself, all his good intentions lead
to bad results. After he fails repeatedly to accomplish
what he intended, Raven asks him, “do you not know
why you have not yet done anything worth doing?”
When Vane cannot give a satisfactory answer, Raven
tells him cryptically, “. . . you will be dead, so long as
you refuse to die.” (163-4) What Raven speaks of is
dying to self, in the same sense that Jesus says, “he that
loseth his life for my sake shall find it.” (Matt. 10:39)
Vane himself recognizes the danger in his
willfulness. As he leads the children on a military
campaign to conquer the city Bulika, he is affected by a
sense of dread because he believes himself answerable
for their lives. Later (probably in retrospect), he muses:
“Alas, I who dreamed thus, had not myself learned to
obey! Untrusting, unfaithful obstinacy had set me at the
head of that army of innocents!” (186-7) His anxiety is
well-founded, for the campaign ends disastrously,
perhaps hastening his acceptance of Raven’s earlier
admonition: “Whose work is it but your own to open
your eyes? But indeed the business of the universe is to
make such a fool of you that you will know yourself for
one, and so begin to be wise!” (24) These words echo
the counsel of Paul to the Corinthians: “Let no man
deceive himself. If any man among you seemeth to be
wise in this world, let him become a fool, that he may
be wise.” (I Cor. 3:18)
Even Vane’s name testifies to his foolish ways. The
words “vain” and “vanity” (in the sense of fruitlessness)
occur many dozens of times in the Bible. Repeating
over and over again the phrase “all is vanity and
vexation of spirit” (or in a later translation, “striving
after wind”), the writer of Ecclesiastes emphasizes that
the efforts of mankind are carried out in vain. Similar
references can be found in Job, Jeremiah, and the
Psalms. The first two verses of Psalm 127 seem
especially pertinent, as they have bearing on the plot of
Lilith:
Except the Lord build the house, they labor in
vain that build it:
except the Lord keep the city, the watchman
waketh but in vain.
It is vain for you to rise up early, to sit up late,
to eat the bread
of sorrows: for so he giveth his beloved sleep.
When separated from God, a person’s efforts are futile.
St. Paul considers the question from a more
constructive angle when he says: “Therefore, my
beloved brethren, be ye stedfast, unmoveable, always
abounding in the work of the Lord, forasmuch as ye
know that your labor is not in vain in the Lord.” (I Cor.
15:58) Eventually, Vane learns that taking action purely
on his own initiative comes to naught, whereas

subordinating his will to a greater wisdom bears good
fruit.
The character of Lilith exemplifies total
selfishness. She is determined to preserve her own
power and pleasure, regardless of the injury she inflicts
on others. Her clenched hand suggests that she grasps
what she wants for herself and does not willingly give
anything to anyone else. Lilith’s fierce pride keeps her
apart from God; even after she has suffered great pain
and felt the horrible consequences of evil, she will not
taste the bread and wine offered to her. The sacramental
allusion is inescapable: “Then Jesus said unto them,
Verily, verily I say unto you, Except ye eat the flesh of
the Son of man and drink his blood, ye have no life in
you.” (John 6:53)
As we examine Lilith’s role in the novel, it will be
helpful to consider the Jewish legend of Lilith, as
described in the non-canonical rabbinic writings.
Perhaps in an attempt to reconcile the two creation
accounts in Genesis (esp. Gen. 1:27 and Gen. 2:20-23),
the legend holds that Lilith was the first wife of Adam,
created with him at the same time. Asserting equality
with her husband and refusing to lie beneath him, she
leaves him and becomes the mother of demons.
Combining the creation legend with earlier Babylonian
mythology, the tradition has portrayed Lilith as a
menacing creature who seduces men in their sleep and
strangles young children. In some accounts she is
identified as Satan’s wife or as the Queen of Sheba, and
sometimes she appears in the form of a cat.
In MacDonald’s fantasy, Lilith is the queen of
Bulika, who appears in the form of a spotted leopard. In
a sort of seduction, she lies with Vane at night and
sucks his blood. What Lilith calls love is nothing but
hunger to satisfy her selfish desire, as revealed when
she tells Vane, “you must follow me, looking for
nothing, not gratitude, not even pity in return!—follow
and find me, and be content with merest presence, with
scantest forbearance!” (135)
Biblical imagery again casts light on the story.
When Lilith, in a discussion with her former husband
Adam, claims to be beautiful and immortal, Adam
replies that she is like “a bush that burns, and is
consumed,” (155) emphasizing the self-destructive
nature of evil and reminding the reader of the burning
bush that was not consumed, from which God spoke to
Moses. (Ex. 3:2 ff) Fearing a prophecy that a child
would bring about her downfall, Lilith sets out to kill
the children, whom Vane calls the “Little Ones.” The
situation is reminiscent of Jesus’s warnings against
doing harm to children and other innocent beings,
referred to as “little ones.” (e.g. Matt. 18:6,10,14)
Adam explains to Vane that Lilith’s day will begin to
dawn when “she confesses her last hope gone, that it is
indeed hard to kick against the goad.” (161) St. Paul
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uses the same metaphor in describing his conversion on
the road to Damascus. (Acts 9:5)
Thus, Lilith and Vane are both sinners, resisting at
first the invitation to sleep in the chamber of death and
thereby showing themselves unwilling to die to self.
While the woman’s sin is greater in this fantasy tale, it
would be a mistake to consider Lilith’s selfishness or
Vane’s willfulness to be linked in any way to gender. In
his fairy tale “The Wise Woman” MacDonald treats the
same two sins, embodied in the spoiled child Rosamond
and the willful child Agnes, both female as is the wise
woman who tries to redeem them. Indeed, if George
MacDonald expresses a gender preference, he tends to
favor women, inasmuch as messengers and workers of
the divine purpose in his fairy tales are apparently more
likely to be female than male.14
Readers who construe the action to be taking place
entirely within Vane’s mind might regard the sins
depicted in the novel as facets of one personality
instead of characteristics of separate people. If so, the
story could bear the interpretation that Vane’s selfish
nature (represented by Lilith) entices his willful nature
(Vane himself) and feeds off it. In any case, sinners are
wrestling with powerful forces inside and outside
themselves. Fortunately, human beings are not left
alone in their struggle with sin. The help they receive
begins in the consequences wrought by their own
transgressions.
Consequences of Sin
The most horrible consequence of Vane’s
willfulness is that he is compelled to witness the misery
he causes. He cannot see much at first, but as the story
progresses, his vision improves, allowing him to better
understand the connection between his actions and their
unhappy outcomes.
On Vane’s first visit to the attic chamber, a cloud
of dust obscures the light rays which fill the place. He
describes himself as short-sighted, and once having
fallen into the mirror, he gropes about, trying to touch
what he cannot see. Incapacity to see is surely an
indication of Vane’s inability to understand what goes
on around him. During a discussion about finding the
way home, Raven says to Vane, “What you call riddles
are truths, and seem riddles because you are not true.”
(45) Jesus communicates to his disciples a similar
understanding about the people of his day: “Unto you it
is given to know the mysteries of the kingdom of God:
but to others in parables; that seeing they might not see,
and hearing they might not understand.” (Luke 8:10)
In spite of his short-sightedness, Vane sets out
confidently in the region of seven dimensions, ready to
take action and exert influence on others. His selfassurance wavers as he begins to see the results of his
deeds. In the first such instance, Vane is spurred by

curiosity to grasp at a luminous flying beacon Raven
has provided, and thus he kills his only guide through
the darkness. He is distraught and buries his face in his
hands.
Vane gets a notion of the risks he faces in acting as
a blind guide to the Little Ones. He interrupts the
narrative with a comment about his ill-conceived
actions: “The part of a philanthropist is indeed a
dangerous one; and the man who would do his neighbor
good must first study how not to do him evil, and must
begin by pulling the beam out of his own eye.” (73)
Using another biblical figure (Matt. 7:3-5) MacDonald
tells us that Vane’s vision is blocked by something
within himself, presumably his willful nature that
prevents his viewing things with proper perspective.
By repeatedly disregarding Raven’s instructions,
Vane allows Lilith to pass through the world of three
dimensions to the home of the Little Ones, whom she
intends to kill. Vane feels responsible and wants to
pursue her, even after Raven tells him he will fail to
accomplish anything good. Still headstrong, Vane
breaks a promise and rides after Lilith on Raven’s
magnificent horse. When his plans go awry and the
horse is killed, Vane again buries his face in his hands,
knowing that he is at fault. Later he leads the innocent
children into battle and watches as they suffer injuries
and endure the loss of their beloved leader Lona. Vane
himself is heartbroken at Lona’s death, which he helped
bring about.
When at long last Vane agrees to sleep in the
chamber of death, he dreams of every offense he ever
committed and feels the sorrow and hurt of those he had
wronged. This treatment is hard, and yet it is the
beginning of repentance and amendment of life which
are necessary for healing.
For Lilith, the consequence of sin is consuming
misery. Her self-centered existence is prophetically
described by Vane shortly before he sees her for the
first time. “What a hell of horror, I thought, to wander
alone, a bare existence never going out of itself, never
widening its life in another life, but, bound with the
cords of its poor peculiarities, lying an eternal prisoner
in the dungeon of its own being!” (85) Soon thereafter,
as Vane watches two skeletons contend viciously with
each other, he hears a voice over his head: “You are not
in hell . . . Neither am I in hell. But those skeletons are
in hell!” (96) The speaker, of course, is Raven, who
seems to imply that hell exists wherever people
surround themselves with hatred, cruelty, and selfish
thoughts.
Lilith’s poem contained in the book fragment from
Vane’s library is a hymn to selfishness, chronicling her
descent from earthly life into hell: On earth, she hopes
to gain power over a man by appealing to his highest
ideals, thus binding him with cords stronger than death
or life, while giving him nothing in return. Her plan
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takes an unexpected turn when she suddenly wakes,
gripped by fear, not able to understand the source of her
despair. Her body, once perfect and well-cared for, is
now rotting and penetrated throughout by darkness. In
the last stanza of the poem, Lilith wishes she had never
lived and so had escaped the anguish and defilement of
bodily existence.
Only in nonexistence can Lilith imagine an end to
her wretchedness. After she is taken away from her
palace, she asks repeatedly for death, which, to her,
means ceasing to exist. But that kind of death is not
offered. Rather, she is encouraged again and again to
die to self, to give up her exalted opinion of herself, and
to admit that she is not God. During the difficult
treatment Lilith undergoes in Mara’s cottage, she clings
to her imagined god-like self-sufficiency. Claiming for
herself qualities that are associated with God, she says,
“I will be what I mean myself now,” “I will do what I
will do,” and most obviously, “I am what I am.” (208-9)
It is significant that these statements are possible
translations of the Hebrew Tetragrammaton YHVH
(transliterated Yahweh), a name of God in the Old
Testament.
Employing more biblical allusions, MacDonald
tells us how Lilith is finally able to see herself for what
she is. A worm-thing enters the black spot on her side
and is “piercing through the joints and marrow to the
thoughts and intents of the heart.” (210) From this
unmistakable reference to the book of Hebrews (4:913), the reader may infer that the worm-thing is
somehow making accessible to Lilith the word of God,
in order to help her repent and enter into God’s rest.
Vane wants to rescue her from further suffering,
but Mara tells him that Lilith “is far away from us, afar
in the hell of her self-consciousness. The central fire of
the universe is radiating into her the knowledge of good
and evil, the knowledge of what she is. She sees at last
the good she is not, and the evil she is.” (211) The
phrase “knowledge of good and evil” reminds us again
of the temptation and fall in the garden of Eden, and of
the consequences which follow for sinful humanity.
Further allusions to the Genesis creation account are
evident in Vane’s observation that Lilith “was what
God could not have created. She had usurped beyond
her share in self-creation, and her part had undone His!
She saw now what she had made, and behold, it was not
good!” (216) With this ironic reversal of God’s
recognition that his acts of creation were good,
MacDonald tells us that human beings must accept
themselves as God made them instead of trying to undo
his work. By attempting to recreate herself, Lilith
transmutes her life into hell, an abode of torment and
misery.
In one of his Unspoken Sermons, MacDonald
makes quite explicit the idea of a self-created hell: “. . .
the one principle of hell is—‘I am my own. I am my

own king and my own subject. I am the centre from
which go out my thoughts; I am the object and end of
my thoughts; back upon me as the alpha and omega of
life, my thoughts return. My own glory is, and ought to
be, my chief care; my ambition, to gather the regards of
men to the one centre, myself . . .’”15 This is a perfect
description of the hell into which Lilith takes herself.
Cures for Sin
The cures for sin are inextricably tied to the
consequences of sin. Echoing an idea expressed
repeatedly in Psalms and Proverbs, the author of
Hebrews says: “My son, despise not thou the chastening
of the Lord, nor faint when thou art rebuked of him: For
whom the Lord loveth he chasteneth, and scourgeth
every son whom he receiveth . . . Now no chastening for
the present seemeth to be joyous, but grievous:
nevertheless afterward it yieldeth the peaceable fruit of
righteousness unto them which are exercised thereby.”
(Heb. 12:5b-6, 11) The sufferings Vane and Lilith
endure are part of the chastisement that will bring them
closer to the kingdom of God.
Early in the story, the bird-sexton Raven digs
worms out of the earth, tosses them into the air, and
watches as they soar away gorgeous butterflies. He
explains to Vane that his business is to help creatures
rise up and become larger and better. Likewise, the
reader should understand, human beings who consent to
be buried can afterwards rise up again in new life. Jesus
gives a metaphorical statement of the same idea:
“Except a corn of wheat fall into the ground and die, it
abideth alone: but if it die, it bringeth forth much fruit.”
(John 12:24) Only after a person submits to God and
dies (in a figurative sense) can he be reborn in new life.
Vane’s discussion with Mr. and Mrs. Raven during
his first visit to the chamber of death is rich in biblical
allusion. Mrs. Raven says she can give refreshment only
to those who ask, suggesting the often repeated
scriptural injunction: “Ask, and it shall be given you.”
(e.g. Matt. 7:7) Vane sits down to a “perfect meal” of
bread and wine that “seemed to go deeper than the
hunger and thirst,” (29) bringing to mind both a
communion meal and the conversation Jesus had with
the woman at the well: “Jesus answered and said unto
her . . . whosoever drinketh of the water that I shall give
him shall never thirst; but the water that I shall give him
shall be in him a well of water springing up into
everlasting life.” (John 4:13-14) To reap the benefits of
the Ravens’ hospitality, Vane must accept it to the full
by sleeping heartily and entirely in the chamber of
death. Thus he is required to demonstrate his complete
surrender of self, just as the two men in the parables
who seek the kingdom of heaven must sell all they have
to purchase what they are looking for. (Matt. 13:44-46)
Notwithstanding Raven’s counsel, Vane refuses the first
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opportunity to sleep and to relinquish his willfulness,
prompting Raven to say, “No one who will not sleep
can ever wake.” (44) The cure for sin comes only
through complete submission to God; then, by his
grace, God offers forgiveness, restoration, and healing
to the repentant sinner.
Before Vane can accomplish surrender of self, he
must “grow up” to be like a little child. He must learn to
love and trust the Ravens in the same way the Little
Ones love and trust him. “. . . Except ye be converted,
and become as little children, ye shall not enter into the
kingdom of heaven.” (Matt. 18:3) After failing
repeatedly to do anything good on his own, Vane finally
learns to trust Raven. Near the end of the novel, by
following Raven’s instructions perfectly and
completely, he is able to carry out one beneficial act,
the burial of Lilith’s severed hand. Immediately, hidden
water oozes up from the ground, reawakening an
ancient river and restoring life to the desert. With
Vane’s submission has come humility, repentance, and
amendment of life so that for the first time his actions
are in accord with the will of God.
The cure for Lilith’s sin is considerably more
painful. Because her sin is so deeply ingrained, she
must undergo near torture in Mara’s cottage before the
remedy can begin to take effect. MacDonald uses Mara,
whose name means “bitter,” to represent the idea of
beneficial suffering. When Vane first visits her cottage,
he finds out who Mara is not: “Some people . . . take me
for Lot’s wife, lamenting over Sodom; and some think I
am Rachel, weeping for her children; but I am neither
of those.” (79) Yet, the reader is left with the sense that
Mara, sometimes called the Lady of Sorrow, can be
identified with other women of the Bible who suffer,
perhaps Mary Magdelene or Mary, the mother of Jesus.
The similarity of names makes this seem a reasonable
supposition.
In the cottage, Mara administers the painful
treatment Lilith needs in order to recognize and
relinquish her selfishness. After intense suffering, Lilith
tries to open her clenched hand but cannot do it. When
the situation seems hopeless, Vane remembers that
“with God all things are possible: He can save even the
rich!” (216) Referring again to scripture (Matt. 19:2326) and injecting a touch of humor, MacDonald tells us
that the grace of God is sufficient to save the most
heinous of sinners (even the rich!) Immediately after
this recognition, Lilith yields and admits her defeat,
although she still cannot open her hand.
Mara, acting like a mother, embraces Lilith, kisses
her, and puts her to bed. Lilith weeps and listens to the
soft rain outside, and then she is able to sleep peacefully
until morning. Tears and water have healing and
cleansing power, associated in the Bible with salutary
suffering, repentance, baptism, and bestowal of grace.
The scene of weeping brings to mind the psalmist’s

words, quoted earlier in the novel (82) when Vane first
gets a glimpse of Mara’s tearful eyes:
Sing unto the Lord, O ye saints of his, and
give thanks at the remembrance of his
holiness.
For his anger endureth but a moment; in his
favour is life: weeping may
endure for a night, but joy cometh in the
morning. (Psalm 30:4-5)
The night Lilith spends in Mara’s cottage can be
compared to the pain and bitterness all people
encounter in life. Heather Ward has expounded
beautifully on how the character Mara serves as an
expression of the pain and uncertainty of repentance,
and how a person’s grief can lead to reconciliation with
God.16
Still, after her night of weeping, Lilith’s cure is not
complete, for she has not yet been able to open her
clenched hand. She is taken to the house of death where
she again tries and fails to open it; the wretched woman
then asks Adam to bring a sword and cut off her hand.
In Mark’s gospel, Jesus says: “And if thy hand offend
thee, cut it off: it is better for thee to enter into life
maimed, than having two hands to go into hell, into the
fire that never shall be quenched: Where their worm
dieth not, and the fire is not quenched.” (Mark 9:43-44)
The reference is doubly appropriate, in that an earlier
part of Lilith’s treatment involved a white-hot wormthing, described as “the live heart of essential fire,”
(210) that entered Lilith’s chest and allowed her to
perceive her own sin. By requesting that her hand be cut
off, Lilith presumably avoids the unquenchable fire of
hell and the worm that does not die.
Now, at last, Lilith is able to sleep in the chamber
of death. Two of the Little Ones climb up on the couch
to sleep beside her, giving her the loving support and
companionship in death that she would not willingly
accept in life. Lilith’s cure is assisted by the kind acts of
those who love her, reminding us that believers are
enjoined in scripture to love their neighbors and help
convert the sinner “from the error of his way . . .”
(James 5:20)
At the end of the novel, Lilith and Vane both
partake of the sleep that brings comfort, restoration,
and, we may hope, the grace to abandon their sins.
George MacDonald, speaking through the narrator in
his novel Wilfrid Cumbermede, gives his ideas about
the restorative value of sleep and death:
It may be said of the body in regard of sleep as
well as in regard of death, ‘It is sown in
weakness, it is raised in power.’ . . . I believe
that, if there be a living, conscious love at the
heart of the universe, the mind, in the
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quiescence of its consciousness in sleep,
comes into a less disturbed contact with its
origin, the heart of the creation; whence gifted
with calmness and strength for itself, it grows
able to impart comfort and restoration to the
weary frame. The cessation of labor affords
but the necessary occasion; makes it possible,
as it were, for the occupant of an outlying
station in the wilderness to return to his
father’s house for fresh supplies of all that is
needful for life and energy.17
God’s Inexorable Love
Vane and Lilith suffer for their sins, but never is
their suffering arbitrary or unavailing. Rather, it is
suffering with a purpose, a form of discipline, designed
to burn away sin and cleanse the sinner. In one of his
Unspoken Sermons, MacDonald makes clear his ideas
about justice and mercy: “I believe that justice and
mercy are simply one and the same thing; . . . that such
is the mercy of God that he will hold his children in the
consuming fire of his distance until they pay the
uttermost farthing, until they drop the purse of
selfishness with all the dross that is in it, and rush home
to the Father and the Son, . . . I believe that no hell will
be lacking which would help the just mercy of God to
redeem his children.”18
The work of redemption for Lilith and Vane is not
complete at the end of the book. Yet God is patient and
persistent, and, in this story, he and his agents go to
extraordinary lengths to win back sinners, even
creatures as despicable as Lilith and as stubborn as
Vane. MacDonald’s comforting and reassuring message
to sinful humanity is that we must not despair at our
own sinfulness or the futility of our efforts to be
virtuous, for God’s love is unrelenting. Even when we
turn our backs to him or when our suffering blinds us to
his presence, he continues working to win our souls.
It would seem that God’s relentless pursuit of
human souls makes salvation inevitable in
MacDonald’s vision of the universe. Karl Kegler
observes in his essay on Lilith’s city of Bulika: “It is
significant that in MacDonald’s conception there is no
place for an eternal damnation. Everything that in the
beginning was conceived by the Creator returns—even
after ages of self-imposed exile—to the original thought
which created it: Adam equally with Lilith, and, finally,
‘the Shadow,’ Satan himself.”19
Dr. Greville MacDonald appears to acknowledge
his father’s tendency toward universalism when he says
that Lilith was written, in part, to counter claims of
some universalists who said that suffering and
repentance are not required on the road to salvation.20
Whether or not he considered himself a universalist,
George MacDonald was certainly an optimist who

thought God could (and would) work wonders in the
fullness of eternity. It is reasonable to assume that he
based his high hopes on Scripture, perhaps the
following passages:
But, beloved, be not ignorant of this one thing,
that one day is with the Lord as a thousand
years, and a thousand years as one day. The
Lord is not slack concerning his promise, as
some men count slackness; but is
longsuffering to us-ward, not willing that any
should perish, but that all should come to
repentance. (II Peter 3:8-9)
That in the dispensation of the fulness of times
he might gather together in one all things in
Christ, both which are in heaven, and which
are on earth; even in him: . . . (Eph. 1:10)
C.S. Lewis, in the preface to his MacDonald
anthology, summarizes precisely the idea of God’s
unrelenting love which appears over and over again in
MacDonald’s works: “I dare not say that he is never in
error; but to speak plainly I know hardly any other
writer who seems to be closer, or more continually
close, to the Spirit of Christ Himself. Hence his Christlike union of tenderness and severity. Nowhere else
outside the New Testament have I found terror and
comfort so intertwined. The title ‘Inexorable Love’
which I have given to several individual extracts would
serve for the whole collection. Inexorability—but never
the inexorability of anything less than love—runs
through it all like a refrain; . . .”21
Conclusion
In his preface to Valdemar Thisted’s book entitled
Letters from Hell, MacDonald writes: “. . . men, in
defacing the image of God in themselves, construct for
themselves a world of horror and dismay . . . ”22 Vane’s
region of seven dimensions can be such a place of
horror and dismay, or it can be an entranceway to
heaven. MacDonald recognizes that our world, too, if
we look beyond its mundane three dimensions, can
reveal to us the kingdom of heaven unveiled in our
midst.
After Vane has slept and dreamed in the chamber
of death, Adam tells him he has “not yet looked Truth
in the face,” has at best “seen him through a cloud,” and
never did see “save in a glass darkly—that which,
indeed, never can be known save by its innate splendour
shining straight into pure eyes.” (246) The author
alludes once again to Scripture (I Cor. 13:12) to suggest
that the worlds of spirit and matter coexist, but that
Vane does not perceive this to be so. Awareness of
God’s presence in the world is attainable only with
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“pure eyes,” perhaps associated with the qualities faith,
hope, and charity commended by Paul in the letter just
cited.
The last chapters of Lilith contain references to
apocalyptic visions from Ezekiel, Daniel, and the book
of Revelation. In particular, St. John’s perception of the
bejeweled city, the New Jerusalem, shines
magnificently through the narrative as Vane and the
Little Ones ascend to the city on the mountain and up a
great stairway into the clouds. MacDonald leaves
readers with a heavenly vision of hope after leading
them through trials and terrors representing earthly
existence.
By referring often to the Scriptures, MacDonald
implicitly suggests that people may turn to them for
guidance, comfort, truth, and understanding. The Bible,
crossing the perceived divide between physical and
spiritual reality, may lead seekers to discover answers
to the mysteries of life and what lies beyond. There are
many additional allusions to Scripture in Lilith that are
not mentioned here; hence those who find the approach
helpful may wish to read the book with a Bible and
concordance close at hand.
Looking once more into MacDonald’s essay “The
Fantastic Imagination,” we see that this author does not
object when readers find meaning in his work beyond
what he intended: “If he be a true man, he will imagine
true things; what matter whether I meant them or not?
They are there none the less that I cannot claim putting
them there! One difference between God’s work and
man’s is, that, while God’s work cannot mean more
than he meant, man’s must mean more than he
meant.”23 Let us get on then with our reading and our
imagining, so that we may find meaning in
MacDonald’s Lilith, a book so highly regarded by his
son that he called it the “Revelation of St. George the
Divine.”24
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Appendix
ADDITIONAL BIBLICAL ALLUSIONS IN LILITH

Chapter
4
5
6
6
7
9
9
13
13
15
16
17
18
18
18
18
19
20
21
22
28
29
29
30
31
33
36
38
38
39
39
39
39
40
40
40
41
42
43
43
43
44
45
45
46
46
46
46
47
47

Johannesen ed.
page and line ref.
20/624/1627/529/4
32/33
44/1545/1559/18
61/14
78/2085/14
97/30
98/24
98/25102/11104/19107/33113/35
118/33121/17147/25150/14153/21
160/6
164/9172/22191/25200/28
205/6
211/7211/8
215/25216/32
222/32223/2224/8
232/12236/30
241/7243/8247/17251/29
255/27257/19259/4260/7260/20
262/7263/18264/15-

(Supplementing CHECK LIST by Tim Martin, North Wind, No. 14, 1995)

Quotation or Allusion

Biblical Source

Is not your housekeeper . . . where all are servants
Whose work is it but your own . . .
Let me first go home . . .
. . . deeper than the hunger and thirst
palm upward, in its centre a dark spot
No one who will not sleep can ever wake
What you call riddles are truths . . .
Little Ones
they were very wise
Its foundation stood in deep sand . . .
hungry after . . . my kind
evil that is good for you . . .
It was quite naked
counted . . . every rib in its side
I shall . . . be lonely no more
seven long days and nights
to fashion two loose garments . . .
I knew she was not good
if she kills all the babies
a man must not, for knowledge . . .
it might be water they wanted . . .
believe in what he saw not . . .
. . . measurelessly wide apart
Only good where evil was . . .
. . . dead, so long as you refuse to die
. . . could only become the more a child
chose twelve of the . . . boys
Choosing twelve Little Ones
cruel to hurt her too little
The central fire of the universe
knowledge of good and evil
darkness knows neither the light nor . . .
slave . . . that shall one day be a child
She has gone down . . . she will rise . . .
all will be little ones . . . young and willing
I cried out for Death
light broke from the ground . . . and showed me
. . . we were divided
to restore every good . . . thing a hundredfold
ripening sheaves of the harvest . . .
. . . an abyss impassable
they all breathed upon us
wind that blew where it listed
they ran . . . and foamed with living water
a great city, ascending into blue clouds
sparkled as . . . precious stones . . . opal . . . jewelry
a mighty rainbow spanned the city
. . . a stair, disappearing in a cloud
who made . . . ? who guided . . . ? who set . . . ?
when I wake at last into that life . . .

Mark 10:44
Phil. 2:12
Luke 9:59John 4:14
John 20:25
John 12:24
Luke 8:10
Matt. 18:6,10,14
Matt. 11:25
Matt. 7:24Gen. 2:18,20
Heb. 12:11
Gen. 3:7
Gen. 2:22
Gen. 2:22Gen. 2:2
Gen. 3:7
Gen.1:31
Matt. 2:16
Gen. 2:17
Matt. 10:42
Heb. 11:1
Luke 16:26
Matt. 12:43I Cor. 15:36
Matt. 18:3Luke 6:13
Luke 6:13
Prov. 3:12
Heb. 12:29
Gen. 2:9,17
John 1:5
Gal. 4:7
I Cor. 15:52Mark 10:15
Job 14:13
Ps. 119:105
Luke 16:26
Matt. 19:29
Rev. 14:15
Luke 16:26
John 20:22
John 3:8
S. of Sol. 4:15
Rev. 21:2
Rev. 21:11,19Rev. 4:3
Gen. 28:12
Job 38, 39
I Thes. 5:10

Secondary Biblical
Source

John 6:51

I Cor. 1:18
etc.

Ps. 94:12

Ex. 1:22

John 12:24
Matt. 19:14

Mal. 3:2-

John 4:35
Gen. 2:7

John 1:51
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The Season for the Hawthorn to Blossom
Robert Trexler

In Chapter 5 of George MacDonald’s Lilith Mr.
Raven points to a hawthorn tree and asks Mr. Vane if
he can see it. Initially Mr. Vane sees “a gnarled old
man, with a great white head.” On his second look he
sees an ancient hawthorn blossoming and objects, “But
this is not the season for the hawthorn to blossom!” Mr.
Raven replies, “the season for the hawthorn to blossom
is when it blossoms.”
A Multiplicity of Meaning
You might be surprised at how many meanings can
be derived from this passage. One straightforward
explanation is that people don’t always see what
something really is at first sight. For example, the
gospel of Mark describes another occasion when a
viewer confused men and trees. Jesus attempts to heal a
blind man and asks the man if he can see (Mk 8:22-26).
At first, the man sees “men as if they were trees.” After
Jesus lays hands on the man a second time he sees
people clearly. MacDonald attaches a moral to this
story in his October 23rd sonnet in Diary of an Old
Soul.
Things cannot look all right so long as I
Am not all right who see—therefore not right
Can see. The lamp within sends out the light
Which shows the things; and if its rays go wry,
Or are not white, they must part show a lie.
The man, half-cured, did men not trees
conclude,
Because he moving saw what else had seemed
a wood.
Mr. Vane is not “all right,” so what he sees must partly
“show a lie.” MacDonald humorously reverses the
progress described in the gospel so Mr. Vane first sees
a man and then properly sees a tree.
Another lesson is that objects can be more than one
thing. For example, Mr. Raven is a raven, a librarian,
and Adam. When Mr. Vane sees “a gnarled old man,
with a great white head” MacDonald could be referring
to himself. Earlier manuscripts of Lilith (A,B,C,D,E)
have this sentence: “a gnarled old man, with a great
white head and beard.”1 When Lilith was published he
was seventy-one years old with white hair and flowing
white beard. If MacDonald is in some sense an ancient

hawthorn, he may be suggesting that even in his old
age, he was capable of blossoming with the publication
of his most ambitious romance fantasy. Additionally,
the hawthorn (or a gnarled old man) may blossom when
least expected because God’s way often transcends our
everyday expectations. But when Mr. Vane is told that
the hawthorn tree in this world “is in the ruins of the
church on your home farm,” what could that mean? And
why did MacDonald use the image of a hawthorn tree?
In this essay I will provide answers to these
questions and hopefully shed some light on
MacDonald’s crowning work of fantasy, Lilith. There
are allusions to be discovered in pagan folklore and
legends, Arthurian legend, Christian legend and Puritan
history. But the biggest surprise is the conclusion that
MacDonald is paying tribute to the American author
Nathaniel Hawthorne. The most convincing evidence
for this is the uncanny parallel between Hawthorne’s
The Blithedale Romance and Lilith, A Romance.
Folklore
MacDonald was well versed in folklore, legend,
and myth including the use of trees in pagan religions
and rituals. Pagan religion considers the oak, ash, and
hawthorn to be especially sacred trees. In Phantastes a
country maiden advises Anodos, “Trust the oak, and the
elm, and the great beech. Take care of the birch . . . but
shun the ash and the alder, for the ash is an ogre.”2
MacDonald does not mention the hawthorn tree in this
passage, but conflicting folklore traditions support it as
either holy or evil.3
Hawthorn trees were used in Britain as hedgerows
or natural fences. The word hawthorn comes from the
word “haw,” an old English word meaning hedge. The
tree is also known as ‘May.’ When we read of knights
and ladies “a-maying” they are gathering branches of
hawthorn flowers to decorate the halls. Pagan folklore
associates the tree with fertility, perhaps because of the
arousing fragrance of its blossoms. In ancient Greece
hawthorn wood was used for the marriage torch and
girls wore hawthorn blossom crowns at weddings.
In some regions hawthorn was considered unlucky
or evil. Witches were supposed to make their brooms
from it and on May Day they could turn themselves into
hawthorns. Christians may have devised some of these
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evil connotations in order to discourage pagan rituals
and customs.
Hawthorns are also one of the traditional thresholds
of the Otherworld, standing over many of the holy wells
in Britain. Scottish legends say the hawthorn is a
meeting place for faeries. Even today in Wales and
parts of Ireland it is a custom to weave crowns of
hawthorn blossoms for angels and faeries that come at
night and dance around them.4 In a 13th century Scottish
ballad by Thomas the Rhymer, the poet is taken away
by the Queen of Elfland as he sits beneath an ancient
hawthorn. Thomas spent seven years in fairyland as the
Queen of Elfland’s lover, and when he returned he
became a great poet and prophet. Thomas the Rhymer
used to be considered the original author of Sir Tristan
or Tristrem, an important story in Arthurian legend.
Merlin’s Tomb
MacDonald undoubtedly knew the legend of the
hawthorn as it appeared in some versions of the King
Arthur story. The 1812 edition of Sir Walter Scott’s
book, Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border, is a collection
of ninety-six traditional Scottish ballads along with
historical pieces. In this book by Scott, a favorite author
of MacDonald, Thomas the Rhymer locates the tomb of
Merlin as being under a hawthorn tree. The poem
“Merlin’s Tomb” (1859) by Robert Buchanan follows
the tradition of Merlin being enclosed in a hawthorn.
Malory’s version says Merlin was magically imprisoned
under a rock and Tennyson’s poem “Idylls of the King”
says Merlin was imprisoned in an oak tree. Considering
the seductiveness of the scene between Merlin and
Viviane, a hawthorn seems a better poetic choice than a
rock, or an oak.
In Buchanan’s poem, Merlin falls in love with a
water nymph (a “Lady of the Lake”) named Viviane (or
Vivien) who wants to learn one of Merlin’s magic spells
to enclose him in a hawthorn tree. Buchanan writes,
Anon they reached the fairest nook
In that fair wood, a bower
O’er which a hoary hawthorn shook
Odorous its blossom shower.
Although Merlin realizes a trap is being laid, he does
not resist Viviane’s charms. Tradition tells us that
Merlin must lie asleep in the tree until he is needed
again. The idea of symbolizing a prophetic voice from
the past may have been in MacDonald’s imagination as
he wrote this scene in Lilith.

Edward Burne-Jones, “The
Beguiling of Merlin,” 1874.

“The Beguiling of Merlin,” a famous painting by
the Pre-Raphaelite artist Edward Burne-Jones, depicts
this scene under a hawthorn. Viviane is an example of
the arch-typical femme-fatal. As such, the seductive
property of the hawthorn prefigures the later seductions
of Mr. Vane by Lilith. Tennyson gives the following
serpentine description of the seductress:
And lissome Vivien, holding by his heel,
Writhed toward him, slided up his knee and
sat,
Behind his ankle twined her hollow feet
Together, curved an arm about his neck,
Clung like a snake
Burne-Jones’ painting shows snakes braided into
Viviane’s hair. However at this stage of MacDonald’s
story, the emphasis is on the Merlin figure. Merlin
waiting upon the need of a future time is a theme
echoed in Burne-Jones’ comment in a letter to Helen
Mary Gaskell: “Every year when the hawthorn buds it is
the soul of Merlin trying to live again in the world and
speak—for he left so much unsaid.”5
The Holy Thorn
One fascinating story Merlin might tell us is about
the founding of Christianity in Britain. A hawthorn tree
plays a prominent part in that story as well. Christian
legend says Joseph of Arimathea (who took Christ from
the cross to give him a proper burial) traveled to
England in 65AD. Wanting a miracle to prove the truth
of the gospel, he thrust his hawthorn staff (made from
the same tree which provided Christ’s crown of thorns)
in the ground in Glastonbury. A tree miraculously
bloomed from the staff, known thereafter as the Holy
Thorn, a symbol of the birth of Christianity in England.
Hawthorn trees derived from cuttings of the Holy Thorn
still bloom inexplicably twice a year, during Christmas
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and Easter season. At Glastonbury, also known by the
name Avalon in the King Arthur legends, Joseph built a
church, and later a monastery was erected. Thus
viewed, the hawthorn symbolically fits with
MacDonald’s hope for the growth of Christianity in
England and the world.6
The simultaneous presence of the hawthorn in the
world Vane visits and in the ruins of a churchyard in
England may be significant. Cromwell’s soldiers cut
down the Holy Thorn (located on the site of the ruined
Abbey) around 1650 because they objected to the
reverence paid to this holy relic. MacDonald focused a
great deal of thought on this time in English history.
The conflict was a symbol for MacDonald of both the
horror of religious persecution and the promise of
religious liberty. As such, he felt it contained important
lessons for nineteenth-century Christians. His novel St.
George and St. Michael takes place during the period of
the Civil War.7 MacDonald’s son Ronald wrote two
historical novels of the Civil War, The Broken Sword
(1901) and The Kings Sword (1902). MacDonald may
have influenced his son’s interest in this era of English
history.

Hints of Hawthorne
The first hint of a relation to Hawthorne is in the
preface to Lilith. MacDonald introduces his book with a
selection from the essay “Walking” by Henry David
Thoreau, a neighbor and friend of Hawthorne. Thoreau
imagines a family in Concord, Massachusetts, whose
“house was not obvious to vision, the trees grew
through it.” This parallels the scene with the hawthorn
tree when Mr. Raven says it “is in the ruins of the
church on your home farm.” To see how Mr. Raven’s
property in the dimension of Lilith may be Mr. Vane’s
property in England, or the ruined Abbey in
Glastonbury, or Hawthorn’s property in New England
we must know more about Hawthorn himself.
Hawthorne married in 1842 and lived in Concord
until 1850. The New England transcendentalist writers
Emerson and Thoreau were his neighbors. The
Hawthornes called their house “The Old Manse,” which
indeed it was, being the former home of
Congregationalist ministers and having a graveyard in
the vicinity. Chapter five of Lilith is called “The Old
Church,” chapter six is “The Cemetery,” and chapter
seven “The Sexton’s House.” Thus several elements of
Mr. Raven’s environment are found in the environment
of Hawthorne in Concord. Furthermore, Hawthorne and
his wife Sophie had unusual nicknames for themselves,
“Adam” and “Eve.” These are also names for Mr.
Raven and his wife. Would MacDonald have known
this information? I think so.
Mutual Friends, Mutual Interests

20th century British stamp depicting the famous
Glastonbury Thorn. http://www.time-scapes.co.uk/
Glastonbury/josephofarimathe.html
MacDonald would have known each of these
hawthorn legends: as rooted in Celtic folklore and
magic, in Arthurian tradition, and in the legend of the
Holy Thorn. But another potential meaning of the
hawthorn is not found in legendary history, but in
literary history. And curiously enough, not in English
literature but American literature. It is plausible that
MacDonald in Lilith is showing his esteem for one of
America’s greatest writers, Nathaniel Hawthorne. It
would be characteristic of MacDonald to find resonant
meanings in the history and legend of a tree and an
author of the same name. There is reason to believe that
Hawthorne influenced MacDonald in the themes,
characters, and structure of Lilith.

During his American lecture tour, MacDonald
spent considerable time in the company of friends and
acquaintances of Hawthorne, including Longfellow and
Emerson. On October 29, 1872, Louisa MacDonald
wrote from Boston to their eldest daughter Lilia that she
and George met Hawthorne’s youngest daughter Rose.8
There were two or three pleasant bits in the
evening—one a long chat with Mr. And Mrs.
Lathrop née Miss Hawthorne, of course we
talked of Ted Hughes. He did not know that
his brother had been to Bruges with Ted. He
had not heard of him for many months and
was very glad to hear good things of him. She
was very bright and interesting and appeared
immensely glad to see P.9
Louisa’s letter assumes Lilia knows who Miss
Hawthorne is. Ted (Edward) Hughes, the nephew of
MacDonald’s favorite illustrator Arthur Hughes, was a
close family friend and eventually was engaged to
MacDonald’s daughter Mary.10 Mr. Lathrop’s brother,
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Francis, was an artist who studied in England from
1870-73 under Ford Maddox Brown and Burne-Jones,
and worked in the school of William Morris.
MacDonald had become “well-connected” by the 1870s
when he was at the height of his popularity.
Hawthorne was at his peak as a writer in the 1850s
(MacDonald was 26 years old in 1850). Twice Told
Tales was published in 1837, Mosses from an Old
Manse in 1846, The Scarlet Letter in 1850, The House
of Seven Gables in 1851, The Blithedale Romance in
1852 and Tanglewood Tales for Boys and Girls in
1853. Hawthorne and his family lived as celebrities in
England from 1853 to 1857. A search of Victorian
periodicals for articles about Hawthorne’s life and
works verifies his popularity in British literary circles.11
Hawthorne and MacDonald held many common
interests: seventeenth-century Puritan history, aspects of
transcendentalist philosophy, children’s stories, and the
use of folklore, the supernatural, and the grotesque in
storytelling.
Hawthorne lived in Italy eighteen months, returning
to America in 1859. After his death in 1864 his wife
and daughters moved back to England. Una, the oldest
daughter, joined an Anglican order of women (Society
of All Saints Sisters of the Poor) before her death in
1877.12 She also collaborated with other figures
admired by MacDonald—Robert Browning and the
Christian social worker Octavia Hill. George Lathrop,
whom MacDonald met in Boston, wrote a biography of
Hawthorne in 1877.13 Hawthorne’s son Julian wrote a
two-volume biography in 1884 called Nathaniel
Hawthorne and His Wife (could Greville MacDonald
have had this in mind when titling his biography
George MacDonald and His Wife in 1924?).
It seems likely that MacDonald read Hawthorne’s
famous novels set in a period of history that intrigued
him so much—the English Civil War and the resultant
migration of Puritans to New England. Hawthorne’s
ironic theme of religious freedom alongside religious
persecution would have struck a deep chord with
MacDonald, especially in light of the rejection he
experienced during his pastorate and the hardships
incurred by many friends including F.D. Maurice and
Thomas T. Lynch.14 The Scarlet Letter was published at
the beginning of the same decade when MacDonald and
his friends suffered for their beliefs.
The Blithedale Romance
The Hawthorne book that bears a striking
resemblance to Lilith, however, is The Blithedale
Romance. Although MacDonald and Hawthorne never
met, they both admired the poet Robert Browning.
Browning, Hawthorne, and MacDonald all share a
talent for exploring psychological and religious themes
in their writing, sometimes using grotesque imagery.

Browning first met Hawthorn in 1856 and later their
families spent time together in Italy. In his diary
Hawthorne wrote he “was delighted to be told that of all
his works The Blithedale Romance was Browning’s
favorite.”15 It may have been MacDonald’s favorite too.
Here are some similarities between The Blithedale
Romance and Lilith, A Romance.
1. Both use the word “Romance” in their titles.
Hawthorne says in his preface that he was
looking for a method to portray a “Faery Land”
which has “an atmosphere of strange
enchantment” and whose story is “essentially a
daydream, and yet a fact—thus offering a
foothold between fiction and reality.”16
2. Both are written in the first person by a poetic
young male searching for his place in the
world.
3. Both employ the device of dreams.
4. Both employ the device of the grotesque.
5. Both have a strong woman as a central focus of
the story. For Blithedale it is Zenobia, named
after the Jewish Queen of the fourth century
A.D. known for her beauty, power, intelligence,
and ruthlessness. Lilith is named for the Jewish
folk-character also known for her beauty,
power, intelligence, and ruthlessness.
6. Both have a virginal “ideal” woman who is
related to the powerful female. In Blithedale it
is Pricilla, unknown half-sister to Zenobia until
late in the book. In Lilith it is Lona, who
initially does not know that Lilith is her mother.
7. Both narrators are sexually attracted to the
powerful woman, but in the end profess their
love for the “pure” woman.
8. Both stories have a mysterious father/husband
who “introduces” the narrator to the women
characters. In Blithedale it is the evasive Mr.
Moody, a/k/a Faunteroy, a/k/a Old Moody. In
Lilith it is the evasive Mr. Raven a/k/a the old
librarian, a/k/a Adam. This character appears
and reappears to introduce information or act as
an interpreter.
9. Both information givers / interpreters (Mr.
Moody and Mr. Raven) have had two wives
with a daughter resulting from each marriage.
10. Both stories have a “veiled lady.” In Blithedale
it is the sorrowful Pricilla. In Lilith it is the
sorrowful Mara.
11. Both stories have male characters criticized for
their “philanthropy.” In Blithedale there is the
character of Mr. Hollingsworth. In Lilith Mr.
Vane has a dual role as the questing narrator
and the willful philanthropist.
12. Both are, in part, commentaries on the sinful
nature of man and the impossibility of a utopian
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society brought about by philanthropy.
13. Both Zenobia and Lilith have a small wound on
their left side under their hearts.
14. In both stories the powerful femme-fatal
woman dies toward the end of the story.
Zenobia by drowning suicide, with descriptions
of her clenched fists when her body is
discovered. Lilith by “assisted suicide” (if you
will) whose death is only completed when her
clenched fist is cut off.
15. Both stories are influenced by the second part
of Pilgrim’s Progress.
Planting Hawthorne Seedlings
This list of similarities is merely a starting point for
further study and reflection. I hope others will view this
paper as an invitation to make more in-depth
comparisons of Hawthorne and MacDonald’s writing. If
scholarship focuses only on the theological and
devotional, MacDonald will continue to be
marginalized in the broader context of literary studies.
Comparing and contrasting MacDonald with Hawthorne
should increase appreciation for MacDonald, for his
talents as a writer are frequently undervalued and
misunderstood. To understand MacDonald’s artistry it
is essential to better understand his aesthetic reasoning
and reading some critical analysis of Nathaniel
Hawthorne will help considerably.17 Because
Hawthorne was also a myth-maker and symbolist,
seedlings borrowed from Hawthorne scholarship may
bear fruit in the ground of MacDonald studies.
There is no single interpretation of the hawthorn
passage in Chapter 5. The meanings that suggest
themselves to me may be part of MacDonald’s
intention, but that is not a requirement for a proper
interpretation according to MacDonald. As he says in
The Fantastic Imagination, a genuine interpreter of his
work “will imagine true things; what matter whether I
meant them or not? They are there none the less that I
cannot claim putting them there.”18 With that
encouragement I will summarize what the hawthorn
passage may legitimately mean in the overall context of
Lilith.
If the person in the hawthorn tree is Merlin, then it
may be MacDonald in the role of Merlin. As such,
MacDonald identifies himself as a man of magical
talent beguiled, like all men, with sensuous things. He
has been silenced in death, yet he speaks to future
generations symbolically. He may realize prophetically
that his contemporaries will not understand his message
(“the season for the hawthorn to blossom is when it
blossoms”). He is enclosed in the hawthorn that
symbolizes Christianity in England. The Holy Thorn the
Puritans attempted to destroy, partly due to their faulty
imagination, has appeared in literature once again. In

Lilith MacDonald reflects on his life and work,
doubting it has been any more effective Mr. Vane’s
philanthropy. He understands that no Utopia on earth or
in heaven is produced by man’s efforts. The scent of the
hawthorn blossoms may suggest false seduction, but
more importantly God’s wooing of man that leads to a
celestial union. Suffering, inherently represented by a
thorn tree, is an integral part of his message. Perfect
union requires suffering and a willing death.
Thus, from an enchanted hawthorn (perhaps as an
“ancient” Nathaniel Hawthorne and a figure of Merlin)
MacDonald relates a fantastic, multi-faceted, tender,
and grotesque story that whispers to the conscience of
its reader. There is no single meaning, but each
possibility leads us to recognize our own inadequacies
and willfulness, while it bolsters our faith in God’s
steadfast love.

Julia Margaret Cameron, “Vivien and Merlin,”
London, 1875. Illustrations to Tennyson's "Idylls of the
King" and Other Poems.
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How the Hobbits Saved Civilization
Robert Moore-Jumonville

Two summers ago, it had been almost twenty years
since I had read The Lord of the Rings (TLR). Knowing
that the first movie was scheduled to appear that next
fall, I made time to re-read the first book. Not
surprisingly, The Fellowship of the Ring was as riveting
as the first time I read it, keeping me awake late into the
night. Last summer, I read once more books two and
three in the trilogy. Again, I found them alluring,
enthralling, spellbinding. How do we account for the
persistent appeal of Tolkien’s writing? First, isn’t it true
that continued fascination with Middle Earth is due in
large part to the worldview Tolkien creates? Second, is
Tolkien’s worldview compatible with a Christian
worldview—and if so, how and where? Actually, one
might argue that the collision of Christianity with
another worldview is at times not merely something to
tolerate, but something to applaud, something, that is,
which actually reinvigorates Christianity.
What is it, then, about Tolkien’s Middle Earth that
captivates us so? One would expect American
audiences during the tumultuous decade of the 1960s to
identify with the story’s battle against evil wraiths, orcs,
a Balrog, and the temptation of the ring itself. But
today, in the midst of our mainly prosperous and placid
culture, I think there are two different, rather
compelling reasons for the continuing appeal of TLR.
First, because we live our lives in self-indulgent
suburban isolation, the picture of community in
Tolkien’s work sets aflame a longing within us. We
work in cubicles and do not speak regularly to our
neighbors. So, what strikes us in the title of the first
book is the phrase fellowship of the ring. Yes, the story
is about our singular hero, Frodo, but even more, it is
about “the Company,” the fellowship—it is the story of
a group of loyal comrades who have bound themselves
together for good or ill. Together they feast in
Rivendell; and together they face the dark, dank mines
of Moria. We long for relationships like this, if not for
the adventures themselves—which brings me to the
second reason why TLR intrigues us so. The
imaginative adventure that the quest propels us into
stands in stark contrast to our stale, stultified suburban
existence. While we drive SUVs and wear fashions that
imitate exploring gear, while we talk about risk,
survival, and living on the edge, we mostly watch others
take risks while we live on the edge of our safe seat in
the theatre.
None of our culture’s passivity, however, nullifies

the real appeal of Tolkien’s world for us. The energy
and lure that the trilogy exudes derives at least partly
from the world and worldview that Tolkien used as a
pattern for middle earth—that of the Anglo Saxons.
Speaking in broad strokes, here, let me mention three
(of the half dozen or so) components of the Anglo
Saxon worldview that Tolkien employs.
Let me speak of the first aspect of the Anglo Saxon
worldview under the rubric of Vast Expanse. When one
enters the land of hobbits, one is immediately thrust into
a world that is broad, wild, and uncharted. I recall a
speech from the Venerable Bede that one of my college
English professors used to narrate. I have altered it
poetically in my own imagination over the years, but I
think that the main point is still intact. The dryghten’s
(or lord’s) advisor is describing for the dryghten what
life in the world is like. Life is like a sparrow flying
through a storm in the dark night, says the advisor. The
world is dark and vast and cold. The rain slashes and
the wind beats against the fragile creature. Then,
suddenly, all is changed. The sparrow flies into the
mead hall through an open window where the dryghten
and thegns (vassals) are making merry. The firelight
spreads light and warmth and cheer throughout the
room. Voices are laughing and hearts are singing. Then,
after the sparrow briefly experiences light and comfort,
it quickly flies out again through a window at the far
end of the hall, into the cold dark. The light and cheer
were real but brief. So, in the TLR, there are moments
of peace—with Tom Bombadil, in Rivendell or
Lothlorien, or drinking treegrog in Fangorn, or smoking
some unexpected vintage Longbottom Leaf amidst the
flotsam and jetsam of uprooted Isengard—but the
golden moments are only brief respites along the
longer, much gloomier path.
In one sense, the expanse is geographical,
represented by great blank spaces in the available maps.
How does one respond to the fact of such unexplored
terrain? At the beginning of the trek, as they leave the
lands they know, the hobbits cannot imagine what lies
ahead. “They would soon now be going forward into
lands wholly strange to them, and beyond all but the
most vague and distant legends of the Shire, and in the
gathering twilight they longed for home. A deep
loneliness and sense of loss was on them.” The world is
wide and wild and, unless we are fools, that fact is
daunting. As the travelers move on in their quest, there
is increasingly more that must be added to their sense of
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proportion: “the world looked wild and wide from
Weathertop;” “they were oppressed by the loneliness
and vastness of the dolven halls and endlessly
branching stairs and passages” within the mines of
Moria. Middle earth just keeps expanding as we
continue the journey, and as it expands, it is as if the
hobbits grow smaller still. Coming to terms with one’s
smallness in the universe means facing finitude. At the
recognition of our smallness, a pain both of dread and
loss shoots through us. What can our existence mean in
relation to all those other unknown lands and lives, let
alone the unsought dangers of darkness? All experience
of light and joy and beauty fade so fast. Finding the
front door to Mordor closed to Frodo, the narrator pities
him, saying, “here he was a little hafling from the Shire,
a simple hobbit of the quiet countryside, expected to
find a way where the great ones could not go, or dared
not go.”
In another sense, the vastness stretches not only
geographically forward, but also historically into the
distant past. One steps out from his or her safe and
comfortable hobbit hole and suddenly realizes that one
has never fully understood the immensity of time, of
eras gone by and full lives lived. As Tom Bombadil told
his stories, the hobbits “had a vision as it were of a
great expanse of years behind them, like a vast and
shadowy plain over which there strode shapes of
Men . . . ,” and similarly at Elrond’s house they heard
“histories and legends of long ago,” and so, “visions of
far lands and bright things that [they] had never yet
imagined opened before [them].” There is a poignant
scene in The Two Towers where the solitary heroes
Frodo and Sam, mulling over the lore of old, suddenly
realize that they themselves are living within just such a
legend. Sam exclaims, “Why, to think of it, we’re in the
same tale still! It’s going on. Don’t the great tales never
end?”
There is a strong element of lament connected with
this vision of the past, since it instantly awakens one to
the passing of all things beautiful: “Baldr the Beautiful
is dead, is dead” echoes a plaintive line from an
Icelandic poem.1 “Time like an ever rolling stream
bears all her sons away.”2 Lothlorien is passing away
and elves are moving westward, never to return. In
Lothlorien, “It seemed to [Frodo] that he had stepped
through a high window that looked on a vanishing
world.” When the last battle in the story is fought and
won, almost immediately Legolas sings a traveling
lament:
To the Sea, to the Sea! The white gulls are crying,
The wind is blowing, and the white foam is flying.
West, west away, the round sun is falling.
Grey ship, grey ship, do you hear them calling,
The voices of my people that have gone before me?
I will leave, I will leave the woods that bore me;

For our days are ending and our years failing.
This reminds me of leaving college spring of my senior
year and knowing that the life I loved there was forever
gone. “‘Here then at last comes the ending of the
Fellowship of the Ring,’ said Aragorn . . . ‘I fear that
we shall not all be gathered together ever again’ . . .
Then Treebeard said farewell to each of them in turn
. . . ‘It is sad’ [he said], that we should meet only thus at
the ending. For the world is changing. I feel it in the
water, I feel it in the earth, and I smell it in the air. I do
not think we shall meet again.’ Once again, facing the
wide, ever-changing world means facing our own
smallness and our own mortality. As we face the
darkness of the world, we lose our innocence, we grow
and change and can never reverse that process.
Speaking with Gandalf as he prepares for his return to
the Shire, Frodo admits, “There is no real going back.
Though I may come to the Shire, it will not seem the
same; for I shall not be the same.”
So a poignant longing is aroused in us when we see
the beauty of the world, when we glimpse moments of
eternity shining through the temporal, but then they
quickly flicker and vanish, disappearing like a delicate
bird flying helplessly back out into the cruel night.
Suddenly our hearts are broken—especially if we are
alone.
The second element of the Anglo-Saxon worldview
that Tolkien makes use of is the notion of loyalty (or
fierce fellowship). The Anglo-Saxon dryghten/thegn
relationship is based on a series of covenant promises
and mutual commitments (known better to most of us in
the later, more developed social configurations of
feudalism). The lord or dryghten promises to lead the
band effectively into war and distribute the booty
evenly. The thegn pledges to fight and stand steadfast
within the group, loyal to his leader. Tolkien calls this
group “the Company.” They have pledged mutual
support to one another for the purpose of their quest.
About two years ago, I was reading The Hobbit to
my five-year-old daughter, Annesley. We came to the
chapter on Gollum that I had been looking forward to—
A Riddle in the Dark. When Gollum was chasing Bilbo
out of the underworld of the orcs, my daughter began
wailing. I tried to explain to her, “Darling, Bilbo has the
ring on, he’s invisible now, Gollum has already passed
him by and Gollum is now going to inadvertently lead
him out of the tunnel—don’t you understand?” She
remained inconsolable. I tried to explain again, but she
sobbed, “But he’ll have to go find the dragon by
himself.” Bilbo had escaped the immediate danger of
orcs, but my daughter knew that he was separated from
his comrades; he was alone. And it was the fear of
being alone that most frightened her. If we have to face
the cold wide world by ourselves, no wonder so many
plunge into addictions that promise to ease the pain and
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terror. That is why the message of loyalty within “The
Company” is so stimulating for our culture today. If we
can face the world’s dangers from within a firm
fellowship of friends—a Core group of comrades—then
bring on the orcs.
From the start of the journey, Frodo’s friends
promise to stay by his side: “You can trust us to stick to
you through thick and thin—to the bitter end,” says
Merry. “We are horribly afraid—but we are coming
with you; or following you like hounds.” Of course, at
this point, none of them know they are signing up to
face ring wraiths and orcs together. Other members of
the Company avow the same pledge of loyalty. As the
fellowship departs from Rivendell, Elrond reminds the
group that they are not bound by any oath, and that each
may decide for himself to turn back if the darkness
becomes suffocating. Gimli’s reply functions almost as
a lord-vassal fealty ceremony in the narrative.
“‘Faithless is he that says farewell when the road
darkens,’ said Gimli.
‘Maybe,’ said Elrond, ‘but let him not vow to walk
in the dark, who has not see the nightfall.’
‘Yet sworn word may strengthen quaking heart,’
said Gimli.”
As the story progresses, when danger increases, so
does the Company’s commitment to one another.
Gandalf stands on the bridge of Khazad-Dum to hold
off the Balrog so the others can escape. The fleeing
Aragorn turns back and shouts, “He cannot stand
alone!” Boromir, too, turns ready to face the foe.
Courage is multiplied with trouble.
This is emblematic of the kind of loyalty
demonstrated within the fellowship from start to finish,
and it is symbolized in Anglo Saxon literature in the
story of the Battle of Maldon of 911. The story also
illustrates the third element of the Anglo Saxon
worldview that I would like to highlight, that of heroic
(elegiac) courage. The Anglo Saxons are far
outnumbered by a hostile band of Viking warriors, but
the Saxons have the superior position situated on the
mainland. As the fighting begins, the Vikings lose man
after man as each attempts to cross a narrow land bridge
from the island they have alighted on. After great
losses, the Viking dryghten parleys with his Anglo
Saxon counterpart, saying something like, “These
circumstances are not fair. Let my warriors cross over
onto the land and then we will have a true match of
courage.” One imagines that the Saxon warriors would
prefer their dryghten to decline the offer and keep the
military advantage instead. He does not. He graciously
allows the Vikings on to shore, whereupon his men
proceed to get their Anglo Saxons kicked. But as two
thegns are fighting and dying side by side, they refuse
to slander their dryghten for mismanaging the battle.
Instead, they pledge that they will remain loyal and that
their courage (mod in Anglo Saxon) will increase with

the danger. One is reminded of Sam’s great courage,
against all odds, when he discovers that Frodo has been
captured by orcs. “His weariness was growing but his
will hardened all the more.” Or we recall Meriadoc
Brandybuck, just relegated to the baggage of the
Rohirrim, finding himself in battle on Pelennor Fields,
at least partly as a fulfillment of his previous pledge to
Denethor to serve Gondor—Merry Brandybuck of the
Shire facing the Lord of the Nazgul, “and suddenly the
slow-kindled courage of his race awoke.”
Loyalty and courage of this stripe is a major theme
in TFR. Again and again, Frodo is reminded by his
friends: “You are not alone.” At the end of TFR, when
the Company discusses whether it wouldn’t be wiser to
split up, sending a smaller group to Mount Doom,
Aragorn says, “It would indeed be a betrayal if we all
left him.” In fact, none of the hobbits can bear the
thought of being separated from their friend Frodo.
Sam, though he is the most fiercely loyal toward Frodo,
is nevertheless only an exaggeration of what the other
hobbits are committed to. Of course you must go at
once, concedes Sam on the last page of the first book,
“But not alone. I’m coming too, or neither of us isn’t
going. I’ll knock holes in the boat first.” Frodo
responds with relief: “I’m glad, Sam. I cannot tell you
how glad. Come along! It’s plain that we were meant to
go together.”
Now, this worldview that J.R.R. Tolkien created
with Middle Earth had tangible parallels in the lives of
Anglo Saxons before and during the golden age of Bede
(after the mid 700s CE). Let us back up our time line
for a moment. At say 362 C.E., barbarians and
Christians were essentially in separate worlds. But by
the mid 600s, many of the Germanic and Celtic tribes
had been reached with the Gospel (St. Patrick, Finian of
Clonard, and Columba had evangelized the Irish and the
Scots by the mid 500s; Clovis, the Frankish king, had
accepted the Nicene faith in 496; and Augustine of
Canterbury had converted Aethlberht, king of Kent in
Britain in 597). However, when we examine the initial
interactions between Christian missionaries and the socalled barbarian tribes in the west (people groups like
the Irish, Scots, Angles, Saxons, Lombards, Franks,
Frisians, Alemanni, etc.)—when we examine the initial
interactions between these two culture groups, we
discover a difference of opinion among scholars as to
the result or value of the interchange. On the one hand
you have a thesis like that of Thomas Cahill, that,
indeed, the Irish saved civilization.3 If you ask Cahill
how they saved civilization in the west, his answer is
not all that sophisticated. He responds: by copying
manuscripts; by saving the literature (as our cultural and
intellectual heritage). Justo Gonzalez states the case
much better. Speaking of the “dark ages,” he maintains:
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It would . . . take centuries to rebuild much
that had been destroyed, not only in terms of
roads, buildings, and aqueducts, but also in
terms of literature, art, and knowledge of the
physical world. In all these fields, it was the
church that provided continuity with the past.
She became the guardian of civilization and
order. In many ways, she filled the power
vacuum left by the demise of the Empire.”4
For Gonzalez, three streams converge: Roman Empire,
Germanic tribes, and Christian faith. And it is the
Christian stream that subsumes the other two in the end.
If an illustration to support Gonzalez’s view were
required (that Christianity and barbarians were not such
a bad mix after all), then St. Patrick would be a good
candidate.
But not everyone would agree with Gonzalez. In
his book, A World Lit Only By Fire, William
Manchester negatively evaluates the interface between
barbarians and Christians. Pointing to the “brutality,
ignorance, and delusions in the Middle Ages,”
Manchester concludes: “Christianity survived despite
medieval Christians not because of them.”5 In his mind,
the Christians are even more barbaric than the
barbarians. If you wanted an illustration to support
Manchester’s view (that the mixture of Christianity and
barbarian was nothing to write home about), then
Clovis, king of the Franks, might be a good candidate.
Suffice it to say, that Clovis likely accepted the Nicene
faith in part as a political tool against the Arian
Christianity of the surrounding tribes that he opposed.
According to historian Roland Bainton, “for Clovis . . .
Jesus was a tribal war god.” After the so-called
conversion of the Franks in any case, let’s just say
manners did not improve a great deal in the royal
(recently converted) court. Again, listen to Bainton:
One queen requested that if her two physicians
failed to cure her they be executed. She died
and the king fulfilled her request. A duke
buried alive a servant and a maid because they
had married without his consent. One priest
who had obdurately refused to surrender some
property to the bishop of Clermont was buried
by him together with a corpse.6
If one was to argue that a Christianity mixed with
some form of Germanic or Celtic culture is a good
thing, others might say no precisely because of the
inevitable dilution or diminishing of the Christianity
within that equation. Distortion of pure Christianity is
bound to occur with any admixture. For the sake of
discussion, it could be posited that Christianity always
intersects with its “host” culture, that a blending of
elements is not only certain, but sometimes desirable,

and if one can affirm that Anglo Saxon Christianity
became a daring and healthy new synthesis—orthodox
in its understanding of Christianity, yet emphasizing
different features of the Gospel with bold new strokes—
then might not one also claim—in our postmodern,
post-Christian era—that the worldview conveyed
through Tolkien’s Middle Earth has the potential to
reinvigorate our culture’s worn and weary conceptions
of the ancient-future faith.
I must admit that when I first started writing on
TLR—before the first movie appeared—I was struck by
the contrast between the courage displayed in the story
and the complacency of our current western culture.
After the tragic events of Sept 11th, however, one
imagines that collectively in the west, culturally that is,
we have the makings of a new self-awareness and
perhaps the opportunity for a new appreciation of
Tolkien's worldview. Certainly, we have a new
appreciation for the virtue of courage. We have seen
again how it is often the ordinary individual (the hobbit
among us) who rises up in times of danger to respond
with extraordinary courage. Isn’t it the hobbits after all
who often end up saving civilization?
I think we have also begun to admit, in a new and
urgent way, our utter dependence on forces outside
ourselves—if not upon God alone. Seen through the
lens of Tolkien’s worldview, life for us has just become
darker, colder, more cruel, and precarious. In reality,
we could say nothing has really changed. We were just
as vulnerable and susceptible to violence before
September 11th. But now perhaps we recognize in a
more personal and dramatic way the fragile nature of
our existence. As The Psalmist sighs: “You have made
my days a few handbreadths, and my lifetime is as
nothing in your sight. Surely everyone stands as a mere
breath. Surely everyone goes about like a shadow.”7 Or,
as Pascal exclaimed, it takes but a drop of water to kill
us. The illusion of our invulnerability has been
shattered—especially in America—and shattered
illusions can be a good thing. Recognized vulnerability
may breed faith. Perhaps a new self-understanding can
begin to unravel some of the destructive, selfish,
materialistic individualism of our culture.
Perhaps the greatest danger is that nothing will
change. Has anything really changed since September
11th? Don’t we only expect a minor interruption of our
economy until the military and intelligence specialists
can clean things up for us? Don’t we merely perceive
the threat as something distant, as something exterior to
us, some evil “out there” to quickly conquer in order to
resume normalcy? The greatest danger is that nothing
will change within us. Chances are we will all go to the
movies, and instead of hearing the call to courage and
community resounding from the TLR, we will merely
experience Middle Earth as one more “new world”
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virtual-adventure experience. If so, we will only
continue to amuse ourselves to death.
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Why is the Only Good Orc a Dead Orc?
Anderson M. Rearick, III

The Dark Face of Racism Examined in Tolkien’s
World1
In Jonathan Coe’s novel, The Rotters’ Club, a
confrontation takes place between two characters over
what one sees as racist elements in Tolkien’s Lord of
the Rings:2
Birmingham, Doug maintained, had produced
two notable racist thinkers in the last few
decades: Enoch Powell and J.R.R. Tolkien.
Philip was outraged by this statement. Tolkien
was unquestionably his favorite author and in
what way, he wanted to know, could he be
described as Racist? Doug suggested he reread
The Lord of the Rings. Philip assured him that
he did, at six monthly intervals. In that case,
Doug replied, surely he must have noticed that
Tolkien’s villainous Orcs were made to appear
unmistakably negroid. And did it not strike
him as significant that the reinforcements who
come to the aid of Sauron, the Dark Lord are
themselves dark skinned, hail from
unspecified tropical islands from the south,
and are often mounted on elephants? (143)
The passage is telling on several levels.
First, the character Doug gives in a nutshell the
basic concerns raised about racism in Tolkien’s Middle
Earth. It is undeniable that darkness and the color black
are continually associated throughout Tolkien’s
universe with unredeemable evil, specifically Orcs and
the Dark Lord Sauron, throughout—an evil that is dealt
with by extermination. Contrariwise, the Orcs’ mirror
selves, the Elves, described as “the noblest of the
children of Elru”3 (Tyler 148) are continuously
described as extremely fair. Galadriel’s hair is “deep
gold” (FOTR 369) and emphasis is made of her “white
arms” (FOTR 380). In fact so fair are the elven folk in
general that the dark hair of Elrond and his daughter
Arwen, caused by them being part-human, is considered
extraordinary among the Elves.
Second, the conversation described in The Rotters’
Club, while fictional, is set during the seventies. If
accurate, and there seems no reason to doubt the author,
the setting of thirty years ago indicates how long
questions centering on Tolkien’s possible racism have
existed. Yet the debate occurs between fans who are

themselves out of sync with most of their peers, thus
underscoring the fact that Tolkien’s work has up until
recently been the private domain of a select audience,
an audience who by their very nature may have
inhibited serious critical examinations of Tolkien’s
work. As Neil Isaacs writes in his introductory essay to
Tolkien and the Critics, “since The Lord of the Rings
and the domain of Middle-earth are eminently suitable
for faddism and fannism, cultism and clubbism . . . [its
special appeal] acts as a deterrent to critical activity”
(1). This may suggest why, even in the face of a longterm awareness among readers, the whole question of
racism in Tolkien has been ignored by the academy.
C.S. Lewis does make a comment in “The
Dethronement of Power.” He notes that people who
dislike a clear demarcation of good and evil “imagine
they have seen a rigid demarcation between black and
white people” (12). However Lewis dose not pursue it,
saying by the final volumes it is clear that the “motives,
even on the right side [of the War of the Ring] are
mixed,” and this mixture stops readers who might
“brazen it out” from continuing their claim of racism
(12). While Lewis may have been overly optimistic, it is
certainly true that little has been written on racism since
the works’ original publication.
However, with the success of the film adaptations
of The Fellowship of the Ring and The Two Towers,
and the anticipation for the last of the trilogy, The
Return of the King, being released this December,
Tolkien’s work has suddenly found itself a part of popculture, giving it a much broader exposure than it had
experienced among the bookish, young, counter-culture
readership of the sixties and seventies. As such, The
Lord of the Rings has found itself open to pop-culture
scrutiny, especially among contemporary, cultural
critics, concerned with the racist heritage of Western—
and especially American—culture.
Two vocal contemporary supporters of the opinion
that The Lord of the Rings is racist are John Yatt, a
critic for the Manchester, England, based newspaper,
The Guardian, and Dr Stephen Shapiro, “an expert in
cultural studies, race and slavery” (Reynolds and
Stewart). Regrettably, both critics weaken their
argument by making claims about Tolkien primarily
based on their film experience. Yatt’s lead in, for
example, alerts the reader to the fact that he is
responding not to the original text but to its cinematic
interpretation: “Maybe it was the way that all the
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baddies were dressed in black, or maybe it was the way
that the fighting uruk-hai had dreadlocks, but I began to
suspect that there was something rotten in the state of
Middle Earth” (“Wraiths and Race”). Specific elements
of wardrobe and makeup are, of course, choices made
by the director not the author.
Shapiro makes a similar claim when he says “The
recent films amplified a ‘fear of a black planet’ and
exaggerated this difference by insisting on stark whiteblack colour codes” (qtd. in Reynolds and Stewart).4
One bit of irony in Shapiro’s comments that seems to
especially stem from his mixing of text and film is his
claim that Tolkien’s dwarves reflect an English
prejudice against Scotsmen: “the dwarves were his
notion of what Scots were like. It is like a southern
England cliché of a dour, muscular race and that
represents the Scots in the book” (qtd. in Reynolds and
Stewart). Tolkien himself in fact, connected the
dwarves to a race, but the race was the Jews.
Now, considering the dwarves’ “love of beautiful
things . . . a fierce and jealous love” (Annotated Hobbit
24) and their physical quality of having beards and
large noses (169), this fact sends off all sorts of alarms
centering on Jewish stereotypes. But in a letter to
Naomi Mitchison (Letter #176 ) about the broadcast
adaptations of The Hobbit, Tolkien explains this
connection in a very different light: “I do think of the
‘Dwarves’ like Jews: at once native and alien in their
habitations, speaking the languages of the country, but
with an accent due to their own private tongue” (Letters
229). Thus, the connection to Scotsmen again suggests
Shapiro’s over dependence on the film since in the
actors’ commentary found on the extended DVD
version of The Fellowship of the Ring, John RhysDavies describes his decision—not Jackson’s nor
Tolkien’s—to add a Scottish accent to his portrayal of
Gimli the dwarf. Thus, both Yatt and Shapiro, claiming
to find racism in Tolkien the author, confound their
observations with problems they have with Jackson the
director.
Still in spite of some muddy thinking both do raise
concerns that need a response. The silence of the
academy must end. While admitting that Tolkien may
have had a preference for the racial characteristics of
his own people, an examination of his life, works and
letters suggest that his treatment of dark forces in
general and Orcs in particular is based more on an
archetypal and Judeo-Christian parameter than a racial
one. In fact, the central message of his famous work is
contrary to the central racist presumption, i.e. that
individuals can be categorized and judged by their
physical, racial appearances.
Within the limitations of this presentation a full
enquiry on the racist question is impossible. However,
some overview is helpful. Yatt, who after responding to
the films does return to Tolkien’s text, notes the

apparent color line in The Two Towers between good
and evil: “In the good corner, the riders of Rohan, aka
the ‘Whiteskins’: ‘Yellow is their hair, and bright are
their spears. Their leader is very tall’ (TT 33). In the
evil corner, the Orcs of Isengard: ‘A grim, dark band
. . . swart, slant-eyed’ and the ‘dark’ wild men of the
hills (TT 17-18).” (“Wraiths and Race” text citations
added by Rearick). He also verbalizes a very troubling
quality in Tolkien’s depiction of the battle at Helms
Deep, specifically the expendable nature of the Orcs:
. . . genetic determinism drives the plot in the
most brutal manner. White men are good,
“dark” men are bad, orcs are worst of all.
While 10,000 orcs are massacred with a kind
of Dungeons and Dragons version of
biological warfare, the wild men left standing
at the end of the battle are packed off back to
their homes with nothing more than slapped
wrists. (“Wraiths and Race”)
Yatt’s conclusion is that Tolkien’s work is filled with
“basic assumptions that are frankly unacceptable in
21st-century Britain” (“Wraiths and Race”). Prof.
Shapiro’s approach is based more on autobiographical
assumptions about Tolkien.
Although there is no published text to cite,5
Shapiro has been quoted on several web sites as
describing The Lord of the Rings as racist. Like Yatt,
Shapiro points to the apparent color line that divides
good and evil: “the fellowship is portrayed as überAryan, very white and there is the notion that they are a
vanishing group under the advent of the other, evil
ethnic groups. . . . The Orcs are a black mass that
doesn’t speak the languages and are desecrating the
cathedrals” (qtd. in Reynolds and Stewart).6 In this he
follows the standard complaints already outlined. Far
more original is Shapiro’s take on Tolkien’s motivation
for writing his epic fantasy:
Tolkien wrote The Lord of the Rings because
he wanted to recreate a mythology for the
English that had been destroyed by foreign
invasion. He felt organic English culture had
been destroyed by the Normans. There is the
notion that foreigners destroy culture and there
was also a fantasy that there was a solid
homogeneous English culture there to begin
with, which was not the case because there
were Celts and Vikings and a host of other
groups . . . the trilogy, begun in the 1930s and
published in the 1950s, was written at the
onset of decolonisation, when the first mass
waves of immigrants from the Caribbean and
Indian sub-continent came to Britain. The
Midlands, Tolkien’s model for the Shire, was
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becoming a multicultural region. (qtd. in
Reynolds and Stewart)
Of course Shapiro’s observations, while interesting, are
not based on any of the writings of Tolkien himself but
are instead built on observations of a time and
assumptions of how Tolkien would interpret those
historical moments.
Following this direction, there are, in fact, other
factors not mentioned by either critic about Tolkien that
could cause a pause among some readers. Tolkien lived
in a time period that Chinua Achebe describes as one
“when the reputation of the black man was at a
particularly low level” (258).7 Achebe writes that in the
minds of many of that time there existed “the
dehumanization of Africa and Africans which this long
[racist] attitude has fostered and continues to foster in
the world” (257). Furthermore, Tolkien himself lived at
least for a time within this system. He was born in
Bloemfontein, South Africa. Although he lived there
only four years, his family existed in a circle that had
certain expectations. In his biography of Tolkien,
Carpenter describes his home in South Africa this way:
There were servants in the house, some black
or coloured, some white immigrants; and there
was company enough to be chosen from
among the many other English-speaking
residents, who organized a regular if
predictable round of dances and dinnerparties. (11)
Thus, Tolkien was introduced into a world of privilege
(if only middle class privilege) in which racial
distinctions and levels in class were assumed.
Additionally, his world of academia was one with a
tradition of anti-Semitism. Norman Cantor in his
Inventing the Middle Ages, an examination of the
scholars who reshaped twentieth century perspectives of
the past, notes that “a Jewish professor of humanities
was as great an anathema in Britain at the end of the
nineteenth century as in Germany” (55).
Yet these elements are hardly conclusive. Guilt by
association is not a trustworthy tool. And so living in a
racist society does not predestine one to be racist.
Mabel Tolkien, J.R.R’s beloved mother and also first
teacher whose early death canonized her opinions,
“found the Boer attitude to the natives objectionable”
(Carpenter 13). Moreover, an inclusive attitude rather
than an oppressive one can be inferred in a picture
taken in November 1892. Thanks to its addition to the
photo section of Carpenter’s biography, the photo is
clearly revealed to be on a Christmas card and therefore
hardly an embarrassment. On it the immediate Tolkien
family is shown. “Behind [whom] stood two black
servants, a maid and a house-boy named Isaak, both

looking pleased and a little surprised to be included in
the photograph” (13). Carpenter describes the Tolkien
environment this way:
in Bank House there was tolerance, most
notably over the extraordinary behavior of
Issak who one day stole little John Ronald
Reuel and took him to his kraal where he
showed off with pride the novelty of a white
baby. It upset everybody and caused a great
turmoil, but Isaak was not dismissed, and in
gratitude to his employer he named his own
son `Isaak Mister Tolkien Victor. (13)
Like the idea of guilt by association, this evidence of
equanimity is hardly conclusive, but it does suggest the
possibility of non-racist attitudes. Stronger evidence
comes from Tolkien’s own correspondence.
In a letter to Graham Tayler (Letter #324) who had
noted a similarity between Sam Gamgee and Samson
Gamgee, a name listed in an old list of Birmingham,
Jewry, Tolkien reflects on the suggestion that his own
name might have a Jewish source: “It [Tolkien] is not
Jewish in origin, though I should consider it an honour
if it were” (Letters 410). More overt is Tolkien’s
response to Nazi publishers who wanted a
“Bestatigung” or confirmation of his racial purity. To
his own publisher, Allen and Unwin (Letter #29),
Tolkien expresses his misgivings of allowing such a
statement to appear on his text even if it costs the
company money: “I should regret giving any colour to
the notion that I subscribed to the wholly pernicious and
unscientific race-doctrine” (Letters 37). Later, in a letter
(# 30) dripping with sarcasm in which he pretends to
not understand the Nazi publisher’s definition of Aryan,
Tolkien points out that true Aryans are, in fact, an
“Indo-iranian” group and none of his ancestors spoke
“Hindustani, Persian, Gypsy, or any related dialects”
(Letters 37). Tolkien finally writes if “you are enquiring
whether I am of Jewish origin, I can only reply that I
regret that I appear to have no ancestors of that gifted
people” (Letters 37).
Other writers, although not academics, have
presented forceful defenses for Tolkien against the
charge of racism. In response specifically to John Yatt,
Jared Ingham writes in The Warwick Boar that while
admitting that the portrayal of evil in The Lord of the
Rings—especially in the Orcs—may seems to moderns
as overt crude, [and] simplistic, to “say that Tolkien set
out with strictly racist intentions, or that overall his
book is blatantly racist, is pure politically-correct
hokum” (“A Different Look At Tolkien”). Shapiro,
meanwhile, is taken to task by Julia Houston who
suspects that some of his conclusions about Tolkien’s
racism are based more on him being an American who
does not understand European ideas of class which
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Tolkien seems to have held than to any actual elements
of racism in Middle Earth. However, she goes on to an
even more provocative conclusion:
Going after the works of a man whose epic
champions the strength of “the little guy,” and
who often wrote of the evils of apartheid and
racism, smacks of an academic who’s just
trying to get noticed and an American who
really needs to end his witch-hunt and
remember that other countries don’t write
literature based on uniquely American sins.
(“Tolkien, Racism, & Paranoia.”)
Like Lewis years ago, Steuard Jensen8 does an excellent
job of reminding the reader of the breadth of The Lord
of the Rings by showing that the dark and light
dichotomy is actually a part of a much larger and mixed
description of good and evil:
Light skinned characters who did evil things
include Saruman, Grima, Gollum, Boromir,
Denethor, and the Numenoreans as mentioned
above. And it is notable that Tolkien described
Forlong’s people of Gondor and even the men
of Bree as “swarthy,” the same term he used
for example of the Southrons who were
ambushed by Faramir (though to be fair, he
may have imagined different degrees of
“swarthiness” for those groups). For that
matter, Sam’s flash of empathy for the fallen
Southron he saw during the ambush indicates
that many of Sauron’s soldiers were likely
unwilling slaves, not evil at heart. (“Was
Tolkien Racist?”)
The passage to which Jensen refers comes from The
Two Towers when Sam sees a Southron warrior fall:
“His brown hand still clutched the hilt of a broken
sword . . . [Sam] wondered what the man’s name was
and where he came from; and if he was really evil of
heart, or what lies or threats had led him on the long
march from his home; and if he would not really rather
have stayed there in peace” (TT 269). Tolkien as a
veteran of World War I had seen battle directly and to
give so much thought about “the other” while in battle
surely indicates a heart not directed towards racism but
inclusion.
Finally, while Leanne Potts of the Albuquerque
Journal reports the wide divergence of opinion, she
includes the comments of Leslie Donovan, a UNM
(University of New Mexico) professor who points out
that “Tolkien is dealing with literary archetypes. . . .
Those beings that are closer to the light are considered
more heroic, more self-sacrificing, more sympathetic.
Those individuals farthest from the light are morally

and spiritually corrupt in Tolkien’s moral landscape”
(qtd. in “LOR Unleashes Debate on Racism”)
There are just a few more points regarding racism
in Tolkien’s work that deserve further examination. It
does seem that Tolkien, as he depicted beauty in his
work, gravitated toward a more northern esthetic than
otherwise. He wanted the work to “be redolent of our
‘air’ (the clime and soil of the North West, meaning
Britain and hither parts of Europe, not Italy or Aegean,
still less the East) while possessing . . . the fair elusive
beauty that some call Celtic” (qtd. in Cantor 227).
Responding to this quote, Cantor notes that Tolkien had
“a faith in the elevated ethos of the Nordic peoples”
(227), which again sounds troubling. However, is
having an appreciation for one’s own culture and its
definition of beauty racist? If it is, then every African
American who believes “black is beautiful” is racist.
Far more troubling might be the fact that all the
races included in The Fellowship seem to share
Tolkien’s sensibilities and be internally attracted to the
fair qualities of the elven people. Some might question
if this should be. Why should dark skinned and short
dwarves and hobbits, who seem especially agog in the
presence of elves, find tall fair individuals attractive
unless there is an organic sense of their superiority?
And again, wouldn’t this be racist?
However, there seems to be far more going on in
the bright nature of the Elves than just physical
attractiveness. They embody ancient lore in all forms of
poetry, art, and music. And as the eldest of races they
demand a level of honored respect. Meanwhile the other
races do stay true to themselves. Sam, for all his desire
to meet the Elves is also more than ready to return
home to the Shire and marry Rosie Cotton. And
although Gimli becomes the champion of the elf queen,
Galadrial, he and his company can resist elvish charm
well enough when they first visit Rivendale. What
draws Gimli to Galadrial is her grace and kindness.
When she speaks with compassion and appreciation for
the beauty of his people’s once great city a bond is
created which is not physical but emotional and
spiritual. Gimli doesn’t carry the threads of her golden
hair because he wants a blond wife but because he
“looked into the heart of an enemy and saw there love
and understanding” (FOTR 371). In his journey to
become the “lock bearer and elf friend,” Tolkien seems
to suggest in Gimli the hope for a co-existence of races
more than the dominance of one over the other.
There is still the question raised by John Yatt,
which is also the title of this paper: “Why is the Only
Good Orc a Dead Orc?” The answer lies within
Tolkien’s faith. Carpenter and others regularly describe
Tolkien as “a devout Christian” (146), and this central
quality had a profound effect on his imaginative work.
“The Lord of the Rings,” claimed Tolkien in 1953, “is,
of course, a fundamentally religious and Catholic work;

5

Why is the Only Good Orc a Dead Orc? ● Anderson Rearick, III

unconsciously so at first but consciously in the
revision” (qtd. in Cantor 230). A central error when
thinking of Orcs in Tolkien’s imagination is to think of
them as mortal beings like hobbits and men. However,
their darkness is not determined by race but by their
alliance with evil. This use of terms like darkness and
shade comes from scriptural images. So the battle
between light and dark comes which runs all through
The Lord of the Rings comes from Tolkien’s JudeoChristian mindset.
Although many critics like Achebe have correctly
pointed out that Christianity, especially in America, has
at times coexisted with racism, readers should draw a
line between cultural Christianity and Biblical text. The
text of the Bible is filled with light and dark images
having nothing to do with race. Few would think that
the Semitic Jewish David’s comments about the shadow
of death as in anyway a racial comment. The following
scriptural examples were taken from the Catholic
“Rheims Douai” 1582-1610 translation. As a linguist,
Tolkien could probably read scripture from the original
texts, but these English translations, which just pre-date
the King James version, illustrate how common the
terms dark, shade, and shadow were used to describe an
evil or dangerous situation in the Bible: “Before I goe,
and returne not, unto the darke land, that is covered
with the mist of death, A land of miserie and
darkenesse, where is the shadow of death, and no order,
but everlasting horrour inhabiteth” (Job 10:21). “Yes,
though I walk through the valley of the shades of death”
(Psalm 23:4). “For all you are the children of light, and
children of the day: we are not of the night nor of
darkness.” (I Thessalonians 5:4). This is only the
smallest of samples of light and dark metaphors and
images used in scripture.
Remembering that dark and light in The Lord of the
Rings is about the powers of good and evil and not race,
readers should realize that Orcs are dark because they
are far from the good. The Oxford English Dictionary
suggests that the term Orc used by Tolkien may have
come from Orc, a “vaguely identified ferocious seamonster.” It may also come from the Old English orcyrs
oe heldeofol “orc-giant or hell-devil,” also orcneas
“from Beowulf:” One way or another the term links
Orcs to the infernal world of demons. If this were not
enough, readers should remember that in The Hobbit,
the narrator uses instead of Orc the word “goblin.” The
swords, Orcrist and Glamdring, which Thorin
Oakenshield and company find in the Troll hideout and
bring to Elrond are identified as coming from the
“goblin wars” (Annotated Hobbit 62). Again The
Oxford English Dictionary defines “Goblin” “as a
mischievous and ugly demon.” Ironically the OED
gives as an example taken from scripture, the source of
this dark and light dichotomy, specifically from the
1388 Wycliffe translation “5His treuthe schal cumpasse

thee with a scheld; thou schalt not drede of ny[y]tis
drede. 6Of an arowe fliynge in the dai, of a gobelyn
goynge in derknessis; of asailing, and a myddai feend”
(Psalm 90: 5-6). Why is the only good Orc a dead Orc?
One might just as likely ask Tolkien, “Why is the only
good demon an exorcised demon?” In Christian thought
the elimination of evil is the only way to respond to it.
There is no parley in the battle between Heaven and
Hell, and that is why there is none between Orcs and
Elves either.
In some of the more recently released Tolkien
writings edited by his son, Christopher Tolkien, Tolkien
confirms that Orcs were indeed irredeemable at least to
the inhabitants of Middle Earth. In Morgoth’s Ring,
within the “Myths Transformed” section, Tolkien writes
about elvish rules of engagement concerning orcs: “the
Wise in the Elder Days taught always that the Orcs
were not “made” by Melkor, and therefore were not in
their origin evil. They might have become irredeemable
(at least by Elves and Men), but they remained within
the Law” (419). The suggestion that there might be a
plan of redemption in the mind of Elru but that it was
beyond the concern of mortals sounds a lot like the
ideas of the great Church Father Origen (185-254 AD)
who thought that even demons would eventually be
redeemed although the process was a concern for God
and not men. This portrayal of irredeemable Orcs which
echoes at least one great Catholic theologian is vital
since it suggests one more way that The Lord of the
Rings is based in Tolkien’s faith and that the war
between Elves and Orcs parallels the war between Hell
and Heaven.
The final argument against Tolkien being a racist
can be gained by looking at the over-all message of the
work rather than particular battles or physical
descriptions. Whatever qualities the forces and peoples
of Middle Earth have behind them there is the universal
truth that all things were created good. And since good
is not always shining out like light, a lesson that many
of the individuals in the Lord of the Rings must learn is
to not judge individuals by their outward appearances.
“We always seem to have got left out of the old lists,”
complains Merry when he and Pippin discover that the
Ents have no recollection of them (TT 68). It is true that
all through the work Hobbits are either gently
condescended to or overtly disdained. No one, not even
the Elves, judges them aright. And yet this least
significant of races—at least so considered by the other
peoples of Middle Earth—is the only one with enough
love of life and enough selflessness to produce
individuals who can carry the ring to the very edge of
Mount Doom. Racism is a philosophy of power, but
The Lord of the Rings functions with the Christian idea
of the renouncement of power. Christ gives up Heaven,
power on Earth and finally His Life to achieve His goal.
So does Frodo. Racism claims that one can tell the
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value of an individual just by looking at his or her
outward appearances. But nothing could be more
overtly counter to the Christian worldview that Tolkien
functions in even as he creates his fantasy. “Man [Elf,
Dwarf and Ent] looketh on the outward appearance, but
the LORD looketh on the heart” (1 Sam. 16:7). Nothing
could be more contrary to the assumptions of racism
than a Hobbit as a hero.
Notes
1

A special note of appreciation must be given to my
Honors, Selected Topics, Class for the Fall of
2003. Without their stimulating discussions both in
and out of class and their assistance in web and text
searches, my ideas would have remained vague an
unsupported. Let me thank Adam Beutel,
Stephanie Bloom, Laura Honigford, Andrew
Johnston, Erin McDonough, Heather O Conner,
Joel Potter, Emily Snyder, Nichol Vanscoy, and
especially Rebekah Radcliffe who assisted me so
extensively in tracking down light and dark
references in the actual text of “Lord of the Rings.”
2
All references to Lord of the Rings come from the
1965, Houghton Mifflin editions. For
convenience’s sake the entire Lord of the Rings
will be sometimes identified as LOTR while the
different portions of the work will be identified in
parenthetical notation by the following
abbreviations: Fellowship of the Ring (FOTR), The
Two Towers (TT), and The Return of the King
(ROTK).
3
God the creator in Tolkien’s mythology. “Elru: the
One, who in Arda is called Euvatar; and he made
first the Ainur, the Holy Ones, that were the
offspring of his thought, and they were with him
before aught else was made.” (Silmarillion 3).
4
Literature professors are well used to explaining to
contemporary readers the dangers of assuming that
a film and the text upon which it is based are one
and the same. Even when a text is followed
faithfully, as in Branagh’s Hamlet, directorial
choices still shape the work to a particular
interpretation.
5
I find it disturbing that “the respected academic”
(Reynolds and Stewart) makes his comments not in
a publication but from some undisclosed platform
after the premier of the film The Two Towers.
Academics should be writing not pontificating.
6
I have been wracking my mind trying to remember
where there are cathedrals in LOR.
7
Chinua Achebe is describing Joseph Conrad’s time,
but the author of Heart of Darkness and Tolkien’s
dates are actually fairly close: Conrad (1857-1924)
and Tolkien (1892-1973). Conrad was only 33
years older than Tolkien. Thus much of the social

commentary Achebe makes applies to Tolkien as
well as Conrad.
8
Although cited just this once, Steuard Jensen has been
extraordinarily helpful in this work. Many of the
sources included herein were uncovered by his
direction both in the site listed as well as through
email correspondence. Thanks so much Steuard!
Works Cited
Achebe, Chinua. “An Image of Africa: Racism in
Conrad’s Heart of Darkness.” Heart of Darkness
by Joseph Conrad. Ed. Robert Kimbrough, New
York: Norton, 1988: 251-262.
Bhatia, Shyam. “The Lord of the Rings Rooted in
Racism: Academic.” 8 Jan. 2003. About.com /
News. 2 Nov. 2003. <http://scifi.about.com
/gi/dynamic/offsite.htm?site=http://www.rediff.com
/news/2003/jan /08lord.htm
Coe, Jonathan. The Rotters’ Club. New York: Vintage,
2001.
Cantor, Norman F. Inventing the Middle Ages. New
York: William Morrow and Co. 1991.
Carpenter, Humphrey. Tolkien: A Biography. Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, 1977.
Houston, Julia. “Tolkien, Racism, & Paranoia.”
About.com / Sci-Fi Fantasy. <http://scifi.about.
com/library/weekly/aa012303.htm>
Ingham, Jared. “A Different Look At Tolkien.” The
Warwick Boar. 13 Jan. 2003. <http://www.
warwickboar.co.uk/?article=1289>
Isaacs, Neil D. “On the Possibilities of Writing Tolkien
Criticism.” Tolkien and the Critics. Ed. Neil Isaacs
and Rose Zimbardo. Notre Dame: University of
Notre Dame Press, 1968: 1-11.
Jensen, Steuard. “Was Tolkien Racist? Were his
Works?” The Tolkien Meta-FAQ. 28 Oct. 2003.
<http://tolkien.slimy.com/faq/External.html>
Lewis, Clive Staples. “The Dethronement of Power.”
Tolkien and the Critics. Ed. Neil Isaacs and Rose
Zimbardo. Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame
Press, 1968: 12-16.
Oxford English Dictionary. Oxford: Oxford UP, 2003.
11 Nov. 2003 <http://dictionary.oed.com>
Potts, Leanne. “‘Lord of the Rings’ Unleashes Debate
on Racism.” 26 Jan. 2003. Albuquerque Journal. 5
Nov. 2003. <http://www.abqjournal.com/shock
/827891fun01-26-03.htm>
Reynolds, James and Fiona Stewart. “Lord of the Rings
Labeled Racist,” 14 Dec. 2002. The Scotsman. 15
Oct. 2003. <http://www.news.scotsman.com
/topics.cfm?tid=4&id=1387552002>
Rhys-Davies, John. Actor Commentary The Lord of the
Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring (Platinum
Series Special Extended Edition). Dir. Peter

7

Why is the Only Good Orc a Dead Orc? ● Anderson Rearick, III

Jackson. DVD. New Line Home Entertainment, 12
Nov. 2002.
Tyler, J.E. The Tolkien Companion. New York: St.
Martin’s. 1976.
Tolkien, J.R.R. The Annotated hobbit. Ed. Douglas
Anderson. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1988,
———. Fellowship of the Ring (FOTR). Boston:
Houghton Mifflin. 1965.
———. The Letters of J.R.R. Tolkien. Ed. Humphrey
Carpenter. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1981.
———. Morgoth’s Ring. Boston: Houghton Mifflin.
1993.
———. The Return of the King (ROTK). Boston:
Houghton Mifflin. 1965.
———. The Two Towers. (TT). Boston: Houghton
Mifflin. 1965.
Yatt, John. “Wraiths and Race” 2 Dec. 2002. The
Guardian. 5 Nov. 2003. <http://film.guardian.co.
uk/lordoftherings/news/0,11016,852217,00.html>

8

C.S. Lewis on the Pain of Animals
Gabriele Greggersen1

Moral education,as I understand it, is not about inculcating obedience to law or cultivating self-virtue, it is
rather about finding within us an ever-increasing sense of worth of creation. It is about how we can develop
and deepen our intuitive sense of beauty and creativity.
Rev. Dr. Andrew Lizey

Introduction
One of C.S. Lewis’s biographers, who happened
also to have been his secretary for some time, considers
the book, The Problem of Pain, that we are focusing in
this article the first strictly Christian book Lewis ever
wrote. He began to write it in 1939 and finished it a
year later. It was also intensively debated by the
Inklings, the discussion group founded by him and his
collegue and friend J.R.R. Tolkien. The central aim of
the group of Christian writers and schollars was to make
a kind of “theology of romance,” discussing basicaly
mythology and each of their own manuscripts from a
theological perspective.
The Problem of Pain deals directly with one of the
greatest theological doubts most of the people have.
That may also be the reason why its first edition of
1940 was included in a series called “Christian
Challenges.” Geoffrey Bles, who acquired the Century
Press publishing house in 1930, was responsible for this
project. First Lewis commented that he actually wanted
to remain anonymous, since he knew that his ideas
would not be appreciated at all by some of the most
orthodox readers. Fortunately the editor at that time,
Ashley Sampson, did not agree with this idea.
In this book, Lewis previewed some philosophical
and ethical themes, such as the pain of animals, that are
being very much debated today. There is even a science
dedicated to it, which is called “Etology” and which
leads with the animals’ behavior. “Etology involves
behavior studies, animal instinct, knowledge, language,
species’ behavior standard etc.” (Silveira, <http://www.
aultimaarcadenoe.com.br/etologiangles.htm>)
There are even contemporary and famous
Vegetarians and defenders of the “rights of animals,”
such as Rev. Dr. Andrew Linzey, who were inspired by
Lewis’s works. On our part, we are not intending to
exhaust the several theological arguments Lewis uses to
defend his recent faith in The Problem of Pain. Alias, it
was even not the author’s intention to give settled
answers to all the questions raised and discussed. As

put in the preface to a French edition, he had something
completely different in mind as he wrote the book. His
only concern was to call attention to the unity and
coherency of the Christian world view. He never lost
that conviction nor gave that concern up from his
conversion until his death. Hooper, also stresses this
emphasis in Lewis’s biography, citing from his
autobiography Surprised by Joy:
Even when I feared and detested Christianity,
I was struck by its essential unity, which, in
spite of its divisions, it has never lost. I
trembled on recognizing the same
unmistakable aroma coming from the writings
of Dante and Bunyan, Thomas Aquinas and
William Law. Since my conversion, it has
seemed my particular task to tell the outside
world what all Christians believe. Controversy
I leave to others: that is the business of
theologians . . . If unity of charity and
intention between us were strong enough,
perhaps our doctrinal differences would be
resolved sooner; without that spiritual unity, a
doctrinal agreement between our religious
leaders would be sterile (Lewis apud Hooper
1996, 296-297).
In spite of that emphasis on the unity among all
Christian views, Lewis was convinced that most of his
readers would not much appreciate the bad news he was
announcing. In one word, he says that pain and evil
exist in the world and that the human being is himself
much accountable for that. That is why Lewis also liked
much better not to handle such controversial topics
directly, but rather indirectly, through his literary
fictions, one of which we will analize below. His point
of departure regarding human sufferings could be
outlined as follows: One of the largest arguments of
none-Christians against the existence of God is that
there is pain in the world. For if God actually is a good
and rightfull Creator, why does He allow pains
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throughout the world?
As a means to a possible answer to that question,
Lewis stresses the positive sides of suffering. Although
pain will always be seen as something negative, on the
other hand it brings about a consciousness about the
very existence of evil, and thus, also of goodness. It
also helps to let us see the goodness and badness in us
(Pain, 92-93), that is, our own limited and dependent
condition (Pain, 106-107).
Furthermore, pains may lead us also to a more
complete devotion to God (Pain, 92-98). Seen from this
point of view, they become less frightening. It might
even be perceived as some
thing pleasant, if we do not revolt against it. In some
cases, rather than estimulating our anger, it may
promote our obedience and love (Pain, 32, 90). In this
sense, pain may be even seen as God’s best for us.
Those great and mysterious connections, however, are
perceived only by large souls, which are pleased by
being allowed to participate in Jesus’s suffering or even
desire it.
Considering that we live in a pratically deaf world,
among people who do have no patience to listen any
more, it is very difficult to hear or undestand His
messages spontaneously. That is why Lewis called pain
“God’s megaphone” (Pain, 93). We would add to that,
that probably the problem is also the excess of noises
surrounding us.
It has also to be stressed, according to Lewis, that
suffering is attached to the essence of the human fallen
nature (Pain, 31-33, 89), being thus a part of the
present existence. It comes as a consequence of the evil
in us, which, in return, comes from the abuse of human
freedom (Pain, 135).
For pain can be felt either objectively or
subjectively. It surely will never be a comfortable
sensation and it must be taken as something against
God’s will. On the other hand, in relative terms, it may
be reconciled with God’s momentous will. It may be
used by Him to exterminate evil all around the world
and to promote the complex and transcendent aspects of
reality (Pain, 116-117).
In many cases, however, if a person simply does
not want to admit those relations, the experienced pain
also use to estimulate rebellion against God (Pain, 95,
118), as we will see below, based on Lewis’s
characters. Independently of the reaction of the person,
though, and herein lies the positive side of Lewis’s bad
news, there will always be a solution for the problem of
pain, for whom comes to know God’s unchanging love.
Therefore we have first of all to put human beings in
their propper place, admitted as fallen creatures in a
also fallen world (Pain, 47-48), adopting a “divine”
perspective.
The pain of animals is also deeply connected with
human pain, as we will try to show, based on Lewis. As

Charles Williams, one of Lewis’s best friends, put it in
his comment on Lewis’s text about the pain of animals:
Mr. Lewis’s [ . . . ] style always is—goodness
working on goodness, a lucid and sincere
intellect at work on the facts of life or the
great statements of other minds [ . . . ]. The
chapter on the Animal Pain is perhaps
especially valuable, as that of Hell is
especially terrifying, and that on Divine
Omnipotence especially lucid (cited by
Hooper, 302, originally published in
Theology, XLII - January, 1941, 62-63).
1.

Key questions in this article

In the mentioned chapter called “Animal Pain,”
Lewis assumes that animals do not earn it to suffer.
They cannot behave ethicly well or badly. That is why
their suffering seems so incomprehensible for us.
Everything which we humans might know about
animals is speculative and too little precise. Although
humans may be physicly associated to the world of
animals (in a creational perspective, at least) he is
destined to be more than an animal (Reflections in
Psalms, 115-116, 134). The sense of suffering of the
animals becomes a even larger secret than our own
human pain, if we take into consideration that animals
show a much different reaction to suffering.
Although humans cannot achieve a sure answer to
the question of the sense of the pain of animals, after
all, there must be an answer, if God is rightfull, and He
has to know it, if He is perfect. And He does not only
permit but also estimulate us to raise and discuss
questions like that. Several Biblical characters show us
how God like to be asked, He only does not always
answer, because He knows better what is the best for us.
Throughout the next pages we will consider, why it
is that important to ask such mysterious questions. C.S.
Lewis at least did not restrain himself from placing
them. In the next lines, we will reviews some of the
main points of his “Theology of animals” (Pain 130143):
1.1. On the nature of animal’s pain
If we would ask a veterinarian mediciner, or also
biologist, we might collect some tentative answers on
how and whether animals do suffer. One could possibly
classify, animals according to their sensitivity to pain or
according to the function of their nervous system. A
mole, for example, does not suffer, when it has to dig.
One could not expect the same, however, from a horse
or bird. To what extent do a female pet suffer with the
lost of one of its little ones?
One could also try to classify animals according to
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the degree of their consciousness. For Lewis the soul,
which could also be interpretated as the conscience or
spirit, is not fixed. It passes through a process of
growing, which has several stages. Although most
animals are most likely to be able to reach some of
these levels, it cannot be maintained that they possess
any conscience or a spirit. Animals probably do not
have a consciousness of their suffering, because they
have no conscious and delimitated self. Apparently, heir
suffering is underconscious (or unconscious), because
they have no self-conscious personality. Even those pets
that look just as if they would be able to talk or to have
a personality, that is probably more due to their owners,
than to a actual personality (Pain, 139, 141).
Or at least that is what we may suppose in a
phenomenological approach, that all that humans are
able to notice with some security about animal’s
suffering is their reactions to it, particularly those,
which are similar to our own reactions. Humans are not
able to know, how animals feel themselves and how
they perceive pain internally. In any instance, we may
say that, if everything is all right, humanes does love for
animals.
According to Lewis, that kind of love may be
considered an analogy to God’s love to men (Pain, 4344, 47), similarly, the confidence of animals to its
owners may be compared to the confidence men may
have in God (Letters, 207; Letters to an American
Lady, 56). In this regard men may learn a lot from
animals. It is needless to say that humans have no right
to treat animals badly, or do them some injustice
(Weight of Glory, 114), as they reflect the creativity of
God (Mere Christianity, 139). Their nature must be
understood in close relation to humans, who are
reflections of the image of God. (Pain, 138-141). In this
sense Lewis would say that pets and domestic animals
are more “natural” than wild ones. They represent a
bridge between the human world and all the rest of
nature (Four Loves, 78-79). But an animal should never
replace a human being, nor be more loved (The Four
Loves, 79). The love of them was manifested very early
in Lewis’s lives. It helped him to develop his fantasy
and create his “Animalland,” which results on the faerie
tale Boxen.
1.2. On the origins of animal’s pain
To this question, likewise, one could pursue
medical and biological explanations. Nevertheless, that
will not take us far further in the discussion about the
justice of their suffering. But as Lewis shows us, the
Bible and the Christian theology give us a clear,
although not very popular answer, which is that nature
as well as humans are fallen. For the issue touches the
conception of sin, which has to be understood as the
creature’s separation from the origin of life, and the

consequent permanent influence of evil in this world. In
this connection Lewis reminds us of a theory, which
says that there had been creatures already, which
surrendered themselves to evil even before the creation
of the world. God’s good creation cannot be imagined
without freedom, that is, without the attached possibility
of a free decision against God.
That is surely no suficient explanation for the
origin of evil, but rather only the consequence of the
abuse of human freeedom, which necessarily results in
evil and pain. If Satan exists and is related to evil in this
world, why shouldn’t he also had tempted animals, a
part from human beings, even before the creation of
humans? In any instance, in Lewis’s vision, both,
animals and the whole nature are fallen since the
creation. That is, the corruption and consistent suffering
of nature are analogies to the case of human sin. This
theory can also be clearly infered from J.R.R. Tolkien’s
The Lord of the Rings, as well as The Sillmarillion,
which he discussed intensively with his friend C.S.
Lewis. Creatures like the ents or even the elfs are clear
mirrors of the human behaviour. All bad creatures,
which once used to be good, suffer under their own
evilness. Tolkien in return also discussed Lewis’s The
problem of Pain.
Furthermore, in the introduction of That Hideous
Strength, Lewis compares the case of his fictive world
with Middle Earth: “Those who would like to learn
further about Numinor and the True West must (alas!)
await the publication of much that still exists in the
MSS of my friend professor J.R.R. Tolkien.” (That
Hideous Strength, New York, Macmillan, 1965, 7).
Both worlds and stories have this in common: the
use of the analogical power of fairy tale, in order to get
sense of humans misteries, such as evil and pain. For in
Tolkien’s and in Lewis’s vision: “Sometimes Fairy
Stories May Say Best What’s to be Said” (On Stories,
Harvest, 1982, 45).
In the same way as we may find analogies of men
in fairy stories to humans behaviour, we may also find
analogies in the animal world, which was planned and
created by God, especially conerning sin and suffering.
Both, for men and for animals, to sin is to behave
against the most natural behaviour for each creature.
That is, not to behave according to the perfect plans and
best proposals of the Creator. The only goal of evil is to
lead men not to behave like humans, but like animals,
like vermins or even like monsters, which would be
porportional to an animal behaving like an innanimate
object..
1.3. On the justice of animal’s pain
In despite of God not bringing about animal’s
suffering, it is still unexplained, how He should permit
it, since He is a good God. That is the central question
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of Lewis’s chapter. And he is not concerned here with
the specific question whether there is a heaven or a hell
for animals; nor if animals are or will be conscious of
their pain in the “other world”; and finally nor if they
do have conscious personalities or not. For these
questions are after all anthropocentric ones that and not
answerable at all from a human perspective. What we
are rather intended to discuss is about the possible sense
of the suffering of animals, in the context of creation.
Since we are talking about “sense,” it follows that we
are also talking from a human perspective. On the other
hand, he is not intended to reduce that sense to a
subjective, antropocentric interpretation. He is rather
concerned with the viewpoint of the whole human
reality (the bigpicture). The point of departure of
Lewis’s question is thus not only a theological but also
a creational one.
That is noted considering that the question of the
ultimate justice of the pain of animals, as well as of
man, would be completely senseless to an atheist. But
since he is assuming the existence of a “nature” and
sense of things as well as of life, than the most “natural”
animals are those who live according to that, that is,
those who are rightfull. And, according to the Christian
world view, since they are created by God, and by Him
subordinated to man in a fallen world they are not
obliged by nature to develop their own virtues, rather to
serve firstly God and secondly their masters. Therefore
they reflect God in the proportion as they serve Him
and their masters.
That is no antropocentric vision but rather a
hierarquical and sythemic one, for animals are not less
worth than men for being a servant. On the contrary,
their function is vital for men, not only biologically. As
the Bible itself says in one of the central books on the
problem of pain, we are to:
. . . ask the animals, and they will teach you,
or the birds of the air, and they will tell you; or
speak to the earth, and it will teach you, or let
the fish of the sea inform you. Which of all
these does not know that the hand of the
LORD has done this? In his hand is the life of
every creature and the breath of all mankind.
(Job 12, 7-10; New International Version)
In short: Job, who suffered the greatest imaginable
evils was able to see God with his very eyes, through
suffering and learning with God’s creation, especially
the animals: “My ears had heard of you but now my
eyes have seen you.” (Job 42; 5, New International
Version)
Therefore, if nature may teach us things of God, it
has not only a preplanned sense and propose, but it also
pertains to a whole open systhem. If there were no
hierarquic structure in nature, one could not

differentiate between good or bad, neither judge a good
and/or bad behavior.
All evaluations would be relative and thus
senseless. As Fyodor Dostoyevsky (1821-1861), the
famous Russian novelist, author of what many claimed
to be the best novel ever written, The Brothers
Karamazov, puts it: “If there is no God, everything is
permissible.” If there were no God, we would not have
valid criteria, to differentiate evil from good, neither
pain from joy. But if nature is created to reveal and to
serve the creator, then the creature serves and reveals
best by serving also the creature which stands nearest to
him in the created hierarchy, and which reflects God’s
images best, which is men. It is surely no coincidence
that before creating man and after have done all the rest
of the universe God said: “‘Let us make man in our
image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of
the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over
all the earth, [1] and over all the creatures that move
along the ground.” (Genesis 1, 26 New International
Version).
Nevertheless, that position means not necessarily a
privilege, but rather a big responsibility for humans,
who are responsive for the good or evil that happen in
the world. That is precisely why the suffering of
animals seems so unjust. To go back to our main
question: Why must animals suffer, if they have no
resposability over their actions?
Lewis’s reply to that, although he himself was not
completely satisfied by it, was that God’s justice
presupposes the promisse of recovering of the fallen
nature. That the destruction caused by sin and evil will
be repaired and that each creature will be restored to its
true and proper nature (quiddidas).
It has also to be sadly recognized that the human
creatures, that are the image of God, are also
responsible for that restoration. Similarly to the animals
in the battels of Narnia, they are invited to take part on
the redemption of the whole world, included animals.
That is a powerfull ecological appeal for today, which
most Lewis’s readers unfortunatley use to overlook.
1.4. On the theological problem of evil
Professor C. E. M. Joad, who at the time of the
publication of Lewis’s above article was chief of the
philosophy department of the University of London,
wrote a comment on Lewis’s article. The professor
agreed that the suffering of animals is linked with evil,
that is, with an abuse of human freedom to bad
purposes. Nevertheless he cannot understand, why God
would only create good and perfect things. Could He
himself not have created unperfect creatures?
In respect to the question of consciousness and
whether the animals have a self-confident personality
and therefore also the ability to think Professor Joad
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considers Lewis’s interpretation too naive. For, if
higher animals would have consciousness and therefore
also a soul and a personality, they would also have been
fallen and consequently, have to be punished for their
errors. Furthermore, it is sheer folly for him to believe
in the existence of a Satan. Likewise it seems absurd to
him the idea that all pain, even the physical one, may be
connected with the moral corruption or that animals
could feel no pain at all. After Professor Joad’s own
ideas:
If they have souls, we can give no plausible
account (a) of their immortality—how draw the line
between animals with souls and men with souls?—or
(b) of their moral corruption, which would enable
Christian apologists to place them in respect of their
pain under the same heading of explanation as that
which is proposed and which I am prepared to accept
for man? (God in the Dock, 166)
First of all Lewis replies that his intention in his
article was not to give definitive answers to the
problem, but to freely express his reflections on it
(guesswork). Humans are able to perceive their own
nature and sense in the life as well as their own
suffering, but not however that of other entities.
In addition he says that apparently Professor Joad
misunderstood thoroughly this chapter, although he also
seemed to have very well understood the previous
chapters of The problem of Pain. Although he said that
he simply cannot accept some points of the Christian
perspective, he comes to the same conclusion as Lewis,
which is that the pain of animals is an analogy to that of
humans. Both agree with the fact that the pain of the
animals cannot be ignored and requires an answer.
Nevertheless the existence of a consciousness is
decisive in Lewis’s vision about the decision about the
“ethics” of animals, despite the opinion of the
professor. It is true, of course, that animals realy do
suffer pain, independently of whether it is conscious or
not. In spite of this, no one can punish or expect nature
to be accountable for its actions, for it does not have
consciousness of them. The more conscious a being is
of its action, the more is it subject to the evaluation and
reproach of others.
In addition there are two different powers of the
mind: consciousness and unconsciousness. The
animals’ mind is apparently nothing but chemical and
instinctive, otherwise each animal would have to have
some (even if an imprecise) kind of consciousness of its
own origin. Saint Thomas of Aquinas probably would
add that in this case animals would also be able to
speak:
For Aquinas, it is the Son, the Word, the
Intelligence through which God creates all,
who speaks in these verses. Thus, Creation is
also an utterance made by God: creatures are

because they are thought of and uttered by
God: and precisely because of that, they are
knowable to human intelligence (7). It is in
this sense that theology—in the happy
formulation of Romano Guardini—affirms the
“verbal character” (Wortcharakter) of all
created things. Or to quote Aquinas himself:
“In the same way that the sounded word
manifests the ‘interior word’(8), likewise the
creature is a manifestation of divine
conception ( . . . ); creatures are like words
which manifest the Word of God” (In Sent. I
d. 27, 2.2 ad 3). (Lauand, 21)
The difference between humans and animals lies
thus not in the fact of the Conception, but in each
natural design, in the sense or purpose of their creation.
Humans were designed according to God’s image,
therefore they are speaking beings. Animals, on the
other hand, are normally conceived as unspeaking
beings. Although God is as creative and free as He is, as
Gitt and Vanheiden remind us so well, in at least two
occasions in the Bible God used animals to speak to
humans (Genesis 3. 1 ff; Numbers 22, 21 ff).
It is surely also no coincidence that the talking
animals who appear in The Chronicles of Narnia are at
the side of Aslan, whereas those who rendered
themselves to the White Which have lost their speach.
Furthermore, in The Silver Chair, Digory and Pole react
frightened, interrupting their meal as soon as they
discovered that the meat they were eating was that of
speaking animals.
In the sequence of his answer to Professor Joad,
Lewis adds that his distinction between domestic
animals (tame animals) and wild animals (brutes) does
not mean that the least may be abused by humans for
good ends, such as vivisection.
Herewith Lewis also answers to the implicit
question of what may have happened with the world
without the event of the Fall, which is as unanswerable
as that of the destiny of animals itself. There are too
many possibilities of answering it, than simple human
beings could exhaust.
In any event, one is sure: Words such as
temptation, corruption or sin are dangerous, and most
often misunderstood and better avoided. What we must
understand as being a sin always has to do with some
distortion or corruption of reality. Although the
strategies and methods used by the devil to distort
reality may be very diverse, he has no creativity.
Here one could naturally once again appeal to
biological criteria, such as the existence of hemispheres
in the brain in order to decide which animals may have
a consciousness and which do not. But Lewis stresses
that any speculation on this, whethe based on scientific
evidences or subjective arguments, can be used either to
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defend agnostic ideais or Christian ones. For the fact
that humans do not know all answers, changes nothing
of reality as such. It follows not, for instance, that there
really might be no answers at all, or that everything may
be dark around humans. For it could also mean that
reality is too much light for us to exhaust. It is bigger
than our eyes may be able to distinguish.
This idea was sisthematically treated by the
German theologian and philosopher Josef Pieper in his
doctoral work, Unaustrinkbares Licht: Das negative
Element in der Weltansicht von Thomas von Aquin.
Based on Saint Thomas’ conception of creation he
mades it clear that all creatures become more real and
better as long as they fit better with their original
nature. The goodness, beauty and reality cohere in the
being (Sein/Wesen). Goodness, truth and reality are
some of the synonymns of being. The idea of the
“transcendents” is solidly based on the fact that beings
are all created. The createdness of things is thus the key
to understanding Thomas’ theory of the truth, which is
also firmly connected with his so-called “negative
philosophy.” In essence it is concerned with the
apparently incomprehensible and mysterious side of
things. For all things that can possibly be understood in
the world are either God himself, or one of His
creatures.
Existence itself is therefore connected with the
possibility it offers to link or connect to our minds, for
things were designed for our potential understanding. In
Aquinas’ and in Piepers’ view, all natures are in
principle understandable, under the condition that they
are true. As it was formulated by Thomas, truth is first
and foremost connected to God’s own spirit, but
secondarily also to the human one. What we call true is
all that is real to the divine as well as the human spirit.
Reality, in return, is something put in the middle of two
intellects, the divine and the human.
The ambiguities and mysteries that are out there in
the cosmos as well as in our own world result on a
sceptical attitude of most of modern and contemporary
people. In a creatural perspective, however, they give us
sufficient grounds to believe in an “unbelievable” good
and rightful just as like in the existence of the devil and
sin. That is why Lewis wrote also in his Screwtape
Letters that the devil is rather concerned in the
destruction of belief in the existence of the devil rather
than the vague religiosity and the naive faith in God.
Because the belief in a physical and mental death,
as well as in Satan and sin brings humans to a deeper
realization of the truth, as formulated by Pieper:
Nevertheless, to the finite spirit the
obviousness of being will never be completely
exhausted; for the recognizable part of things
always exceed highs far above the
recognizable, that are impossible to reach. ‘As

a cup of water, that you drink and last for
ever: such incomprehensible is the sense of the
world.’ . . . But even the undrunken water of
the sense of world ‘stands by’ as a drinkable
supply for the more deeply thirsting question.
It is not darkness that makes things
incomprehensible for us, but their
unexhaustable brightness (Pieper, Josef
Wahrheit der Dinge, 60).
The mysteries of the world become thus just as
strong arguments for God, as against it: “in so far as I
take them to be transcendent illumination to which
creation must conform or be condemned. They are
arguments against God only, if they are themselves the
voice of God.” (Lewis, C.S. God in the Dock, 171) On
the problem of the pain of animals therefore, there are
two possible answers “. . . either that there is a Great
God, and also a ‘God of this world’, a prince of the
powers of the air, whom the Great God does curse, and
sometimes curses through us; or else that the operations
of the Great God are not what they seem to me to be.”
(God in the Dock, 171)
2.

Narnias’ animals

The Narnian animals are mostly represented in
close relationship with humans. They are usually very
helpful to them. Even wild animals such as bears,
leopards and lions are more admired for their virtues
and beauty than for their bravery or wildness and they
are often playful A great part of the scenes related to
them deal with the everyday life (cooking, lunching,
going to sleep, etc.). All talking animals seem to be
domesticated. The rodents, such as Reepcheep and the
beavers, are particularly familiar and friendly. Lewis
showed a special affection to them because of their
courage and loyality. They also play an important role
in the battles, where they eventually get hurt and suffer
pains. Nevertheless they will all be healed at the end by
Aslan or Lucy’s magic cordial.
On the other hand, there are also animals which are
malicious and ugly. At the time they were created by
Aslan, he gave them immediately a self-confident
language. Nevertheless he warns them not to use it for
bad purposes:
Thereafter, the Talking Beasts were mostly good.
The redchested, bright-eyed Robin guided the children
through the wood. Camillo the Hare, Hogglestock the
Hedgehog and Clodsley Shovel the Mole all helped
Prince Caspian to save Narnia. And Farsight the Eagle
fought bravely in the last battle for Narnia, flying at
enemy faces and pecking at their eyes. Patterwig the red
Squirrel was full of courage, energy, and mischief. The
wisest of the beasts was Glimfather, a white Owl so big
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it stood as high as a good-sized dwarf. It was
Glimfather who carried Jill on its back through the cool,
damp night air to the parliament of owls in a ruined,
fusty tower . . . Most helpful of all were the mice—the
nibblers and gnawers and nutcrackers; these sharp-eyed,
sharp-toothed folk cut through Alan’s ropes to set him
free from the Witch. (Riordan, 56-7).
Here we may have some examples of Lewis’s way
of protesting against any cruelty against animals,
particularly those committed in the name of the science.
In The Magian’s Nephew it became clearest through the
figure of Professor Andrew, who uses guinea pigs for
vivisection.There is also a separated chapter in God in
the Dock on that theme.
As LeBar put it in his article on the “bioethics” of
C.S. Lewis:
It should be noted that Lewis recognized the
duty to preserve human life. However, he did
not see that this duty entitled men to destroy
other rational creatures wantonly to achieve
this end [ . . . ]What does all of this have to
with bioethics? My answer is that it exposes
Lewis’s idea of man’s relationship to nonhuman nature, Humans are members of a
hierarchy. We are higher than the animals
(even talking animals) and the fauns. Only
Sons of Adam and Daughters of Eve may sit
on the throne of Cair Paravel (The Lion, the
Witch and the Wardrobe). Talking Badgers
and mice do not wear clothes, nor do Talking
Apes, except when they are apostate (The Last
Battle). But man has responsibilities to these
creatures. Humans are not to eat Talking Stag
(The Silver Choir), and are to remember the
proper role of Talking Bears, even when they
suck their paws (Prince Caspian). Humans are
not superior to every entity. The star people,
of The Voyage of the Dawn Treader, can
commit sins that humans cannot imagine.
Asian appears as a Lion, not a man. Again,
although he was not writing explicitly of
bioethical matters, the view of C.S. Lewis
about the role of humans seems clear and
consistent with many Christian thinkers: we
are to be responsible stewards. Vivisection
and dealing with pain are important and
related bioethical issues. The written views of
Lewis on vivisection were deemed sufficiently
anti-vivisectionist that they were printed by an
anti-vivisectionist
society.
The
only
circumstances under which Lewis was willing
to concede even the possibility that surgery on
animals to advance human medicine might be
morally acceptable were quite carefully

circumscribed. The experimenter had to be a
Christian who was convinced that humans had
a real, and divinely ordained, superiority over
animals. The work must be done so as to avoid
animal suffering as much as possible, and
must be motivated by a desire to preserve the
best in human life. Even under these
conditions, Lewis was not certain he could
approve. (LeBar, <http://www.as3.org/ASA
/topics/ethics/PSCFLeBar.html>)
To this, we would add from the Voyage of the
Dawntrade, that Eustace admitted that he loved to
torture animals and that he also used to torture them
together with his school friends. It is certainly no
coincidence that Eustace was transformed into an
animal, one of the uglies, a dragon, going through great
pains in order to become conscious of his egocentrism
and evilness, being regenerated by it with Aslan’s
assistance.
Like in Tolkiens’ The Lord of the Rings and The
Silmarillion, all evil creatures were good in the past, but
they were corrupted, losing their ability to speak. Each
character behaves first, like a completely normal
animal, according to what they usually represent in the
colective imaginary. Like in the fables, or even in
myths, their behavior might be taken as an analogy to
the human manner of acting. Therefore one can learn
important human principles from the experiences and
suffering of these animal figures.
On the other hand, we should not consider The
Chronicles of Narnia fables, as they are not allegories
or personifications of human virtues, admitting several
different possibilities of interpretation. In the next
pages, we will try to analize some of the Narnian
animals, in the only perspective that we are authorized
to do it, as discussed before: the human perspective.
First of all, like in nature itself, there are many
birds in Narnia. The Albatros, for example, which
normally is taken as a symbol of lucky, and in the
Narnian case, may also be interpretated as divine
providence or even an analogy to Christ. In The Voyage
of the Dawntrader, for instance, the Albatros represents
Aslan himself, whose voice was recognized by Lucy.
Once more, like in Tolkien’s The Lord of the of
Rings, there are also eagles (The Horse and his Boy)
appearing in the story. Whereas the transport of human
beings, which is usualy their role in Tolkien, is rather
assumed in Narnia by the owls (or Aslan himself).
The function of owls and ravens (The Horse and
his Boy) seems to be to show the way to the humans in
the world, since they have a naturally greater skill to
overview different places. After the creation of Narnia
they were also formally invited to take part in the first
and most important council held there by Aslan.
There appear also morning birds, which were
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responsible for purging the tables (The Voyage of the
Dawntrader) and for enjoying the days of Ramandu by
their singing. There are no occurances of birds suffering
any pain in the Chronicles. That may be related to the
fact that the language they actually speak is
incomprehensible for humans.
They always help humans out of several
problematic situations, like the Robin in The Lion, the
Witch and the Wardrobe. The owls are particularly
important, not only as a way of transport, but also as a
guide and good councillor, as we see in The Silver
Chair. Although they do not see anything during the
day, owls traditionally see very well indeed at night.
They are very friendly and suffer only under their own
comunication problems, which become especially
stressed under the deafness of the old Trumpkin. Thus,
owls also prove a very fine sensitivity to magic. Their
prudence usually makes them stay out of troubles,
staying away from risks. Therefore, in spite of
volunteering to help the children they quickly pass them
to another guide, Puddleglum, the Marsh-wiggle.
Along with the birds there are also very heavily
working and practical animal guiders, the beavers,
which are perhaps those which better express the grief
that was reigning in Narnia as a consequence of evil. In
contrast to great part of the population they did not at
all forget about Aslan and the old prophecies.
They became known for their hospitality, simplicity
and willingness to help. During their pilgrimage to the
stone table they assumed all the risks and pains of cold
weather, the tiredness and the risk of being reached by
the White Witch. Finally, they are those who better
express their fear at the end of the discussion between
the White Witch and Aslan, trying to interfere and
holding paws. They also show great inteligence,
sensitivity and strength, helping the children out of
several complicated situations.
Another good representation of the pain of animals
is the horse who appears in The Horse and his Boy, who
lived imprisoned in Archland for a long time. He had to
hide his speaking skills, since the calormene were in
war against Narnia. Bree felt himself very much
isolated and lonely, acquiring lots of human bad habits
such as pride, egoism and self conceit.
During his pilgramage to Narnia he became
acquainted with a speaking female horse, called Hwin,
as well as with Shasta. She passed him several lessons,
helping him out of his self pity and dissatisfaction.
Although she went through exactly the same painful
situation, living as an exile in a foreign country, she is
selfless and corteous. For instance, she prevented
Aravis, her master lady, from commiting suicide. In
spite of her usual nervousness, she showed herself
courageous and strong. Although Bree is always trying
to lead the group, as he thinks himself more
experienced, it is Hwin who actually guides them into

Narnia. And, although she was trembling all over her
body, she nevertheless faced Aslan as soon He
appeared. In contrast to Bree, who is always serious,
showig concern with the most appropriate behaviour for
a speaking horse, she loves to roll on her back in the
grass.
In The Last Battle, likewise, there also appears a
flying horse who is very helpful to the human
characters. And one of the main characters is a donkey
called Puzzle. He disguises himself as Aslan. His main
fault is not to be a pretender, but to rely on the ape’s
inteligence, letting himself be used for his bad
purposals. He even shows concern about the existence
of a real Aslan. But he let himself be distracted from
these “dangerous” ideas and be fooled by the ape, due
to his naivety and short-sightedness. Since he is the first
to recognize Aslan’s signs and to show fear for Tash.
He is preserved from being executed and mistreated. At
the end of the story Aslan only whispers something into
his ears, which apparently made him be a little bit
ashamed, but soon made him happy again. Thus, the
species seem to be redeemed, considering that in The
Horse and his Boy, Aslan transforms Rabadsh into a
donkey, as a kind of punishment, due to his refusal to
recognize and appologize for his bad behavior.
His supposed “friend,” the ape Shift, on the other
hand, is depicted as a very old, ugly and smart
character. The name is associated with manipulation
and bad character. He has a fraudulent and bad
intentioned personality. He inverted all truths about
Aslan and Narnia, spreading lies and suspicions against
him. He showed himself also self-addicted and corrupt,
even when he was facing death at the hands of Tash. In
contrast to Shift, he simulated friendship in order to use
the donkey to provide for his own interests. In front of
the other animals, he used to act as though he were a
wise man, entitling himself nothing less than “Aslan’s
mouthpiece.” Therefore, he became increasingly stupid
and drunken in the story, coming to the point of calling
himself Aslan. Like Gollum in The Lord of the Rings,
he becomes more and more self-alienated, ending in
complete foolishness.
Another treacherous animal in the Chronicals are
the wolves, although there are also good ones in the
story. The most important of all is called Fenris Ulf, the
captain of the secret police of the White Witch. The
name comes from Scandinavian mythology, in which a
wolf was the servant of an evil god, called Loki. In the
later editions of the Chronicles, he is called Maugrim,
recalling evil (maugre). He often metamorfoses into
other animals and becomes easily bad tempered. Peter
kills him with the sword which was used by Aslan to
make him a knight.
But, once again, similarly to The Lord of the Rings,
the most heroic animals in Narnia are doubtless the
smallest. Although Narnian mice were not created with
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speaking skills, Aslan gave them this gift afterwards as
a recognition for their releasing of Aslan from the cords
used by the Witch and her ugly creatures to humiliate
and kill him.
In The Last Battle they also helped to release
Tirian and his horses, under the comandment of the
most well-known of them, Reepicheep. He is the image
of courage, which he proves in different situations, such
as the large fight of Beruna. In The Voyage of the
Dawntrader he offers himself to sail alone until the end
of the world. And as he was almost arriving, he threw
even his sword away, because he knew that he would
not have to fight anymore when he got there. He will
appear again in The Last Battle as the one who
welcomes the children at the end of the world with the
words “further up and further in,” which would become
famous. He is even imediately willing to go back to
earth in order to fight against Tash.
His braveness seems to make him fear nothing,
even invisible powers. In the The Voyage of the
Dawntrader he is the only one who does not loose his
mind in the dark island, not being frightened by
nightmares. Therefore Edmund calls him the most
courageous of all speaking animals. Probably the
bizarre mouse was Lewis’sfavourite, precisely because
of his courage and division between his heroic mission
on earth, on the one hand, and his longing after Aslan’s
country, on the other. He knows also how to make a
strategic retreat, and truly made it as soon as necessary.
His tail, which already was misused by Eustace, was
lost in a fight, being only restored by Aslan himself at
the end of the world.
Finally, we cannot forget to talk about Aslan
himself. He is the creator of Narnia and king of all
animals, as suggested by his “lionine” form. He always
appears in the most terrible and hopeless situations.
Although he seems very dangerous and wild, he shows
himself mostly merry, kind and rightful. He always tries
to encourage the Narnians to face their pains and leave
them to him. But he does not protect them against all
evils. He himself is the one who suffers most, and takes
on all of their suffering, because of his unrestrained
love for them. This behavior also comes along with the
fact that he is free in his acting to do how he pleases
and not what humans feel to be just. He also knows a
kind of magic that is deeper than that of the White
Witch, that comes from beyond time.
Due to this, it is possible for him not only to punish
and let others suffer, but also to offer them a way to
overcome all kinds of pains and evils, even death. In
The Last Battle he transforms himself into a lamb,
symbolizing the sacrifice of a sinless creature in the
place of others. He thus confirms and stresses the
archetype of the dying God.

Final considerations
There surely are many other Narnian animals and
characters which we could analyze, regarding their
pains, who have valueable lessons to teach us humans.
It seems to me, however, that the above examples are
more than sufficient to illustrate Lewis’s ideas on the
pain of animals. I contend that they also are enough to
show the coherence between his theoretical arguments
and the behavior of his animal characters.
Let us then conclude with some practical
suggestions for educators on how to approach and
discuss those ideas with their pupils:
1. Making them identify specific scenes and words
of the above-mentioned animals, this may clarify
the pain of animals;
2. Dramatizing those scenes, with a final
discussion about the reason for their
identification with the characters, as well as their
feelings during the presentation.
3. There are several questions which may also be
discussed in family or smaller circles, such as:
3.1 Why had a especific animal to suffer?
(specially Aslan)
3.2 How was the pain made good?
3.3 Why do some animals have the speaking skill
and others not?
3.4 Which animal did you love most? Why?
3.5 Which scene do you think most moving?
3.6 How would you have acted in that situation?
Why?
3.7 Which animal did you love the least? Why?
3.8 Who has endured the greatest pain of all in the
story? What may one learn out of that example?
One could also encourage interesting comparisons,
for instance, between the animals of Narnia, and the
animals and human beings or creatures extracted from
other stories (fables, fairy tales, Bible stories, myths,
etc.)
These are not intended to be closed prescriptions,
but, on the contrary, nothing more than hints to
estimulate the educators own criativity in order to
develop new and even better ideas. For the most
important, in our analysis, in Lewis’s theology of
animal’s pain, as stressed before, is his admission that
the love for animals always stimulated his own fantasy
and thus also his search for answers to those theological
questions. Probably, if there is any sense in the pain of
animals Lewis’s view on it is, in our perception, one of
the most convincing of all.
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Reading Lewis Reading: Oral Narrative and Literate
Pedagogy in the Chronicles of Narnia
Nicole M. DuPlessis

Critical consensus about C.S. Lewis’s Chronicles
of Narnia, that they were “written to familiarize a body
of people, especially children, with certain ideas,
namely the Christian faith and the way of life that goes
with that faith,” which Paul Ford qualifies by saying
that Lewis of course intended to teach mere Christianity
(xxvii) is so commonplace that I hope that you may
wonder my purpose in invoking it now. Though
certainly a motivating factor behind a part of his
production of Narnia, as Lewis mentions in one essay
on the subject,1 the Christian concepts associated with
Lewis’s statement are far from being the only concepts
with which the Chronicles may familiarize the young
reader. Elsewhere I have discussed a tendency toward
environmental consciousness in the Chronicles which is
often combined with latent anti-colonial plot structures
to create a truly interesting exploration of the
interrelationship between human exploitation of animals
and the environment and human exploitation of other
humans within these self-consciously conservative and
Christian texts.2 In this paper, I would like to explore a
different series of aims in the Chronicles, namely,
Lewis’s intention to familiarize his readers with “certain
concepts” centered around ways of reading and, more
explicitly, what to read.
Generations of critics have been troubled by the
“derivative” nature of many of the Chronicles. Among
children’s literature critics, this is combined with a
tendency to criticize Lewis’s use of the “intrusive
narrator,” which many associate with late-Nineteenth
century didacticism in children’s literature—if the
narrator is talking to the child, then the author must
necessarily be talking (or writing) down3 to the child,
imparting a lesson or stressing the moral aspects of the
tale. Though both of these critiques are based very
accurately on the style Lewis employs and the content
he invokes, both are limiting in their approach to the
books, which, in spite of more negative critical opinion,
have been consistently in print and attracting new
readers and admirers since their publication.
Interestingly, however, these two accusations, that the
books are derivative and that the narrative voice is
condescending, a concept often confused with
pedagogical, may be addressed simultaneously, in part,
by admitting the partial accuracy of one of the charges:
the “intrusive (or obtrusive) narrator” as it is used in
children’s literature is an instructive voice, and further
elucidating the nature of the instruction.
On a basic level, the narrative voice known as

“intrusive,” “obtrusive,” or, by one critic, “engaging”
seeks to establish the presence of the implied author
within the text. On a more theoretical level, this strategy
implies the presence of sound—a “voice” which can, or
could, be heard—and that of another person within a
self-contained text, usually thought to be read silently,
without the possibility of mutual interaction, by a
solitary individual. When a child is young, not yet
possessing the level of skill necessary to read a certain
book, perhaps, or still young enough to appreciate, or
prefer having a story read to him or her, the “voice” of
the narrator may become, quite literally, the voice of a
parent, teacher, or sibling. This fact alone suggests a
“transitional” or hybrid nature of readers (or hearers) of
stories for children and a corresponding “transitional”
nature of children’s stories.4 That Lewis is aware of this
relationship between the orality and literacy of
children’s stories is evident in “On Three Ways of
Writing for Children,” in which he describes the
method of composition used by “Lewis Carroll,
Kenneth Grahame, and Tolkien,” whose “printed
stor[ies] grow out of a story told to a particular child
with the living voice and perhaps ex tempore”(OTW
23).5 If one considers the child who, having learned to
read, is now transitioning from reading as an activity
shared with a parent or other companion (like
communal storytelling in an oral culture), to reading as
a solitary occupation, it is perhaps less mysterious that
the “intrusive/obtrusive” narrative voice, with its
reproduction, however imperfect, of the voice of oral
narration, should remain popular with child readers.
The seemingly functional narrative voice appeals to the
pre- or semi-literate child, who, having not yet
assimilated the “private” reading of fully-literate adults,
seeks the guidance and company of the implied narrator
of the text.
Lewis establishes the tone of his narrative voice
early in The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe. It is the
voice of a storyteller, who introduces The Lion, the
Witch, and the Wardrobe by telling children that this is
“something that happened to [Peter, Susan, Edmund,
and Lucy] when they were sent away from London
because of the air-raids” (LWW 1), giving the names of
the servants, “Ivy, Margaret, and Betty, [though] they
do not come into the story much” (LWW 1). The voice
adds parenthetical description, both of relative ages of
the characters and of the scene as it is happening:
“(‘one for me and one for a friend,’ said Mr. Tumnus)”
(LWW 12), at times indicating by the parenthetical
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nature of this narrative “intrusion” how it is best read if
read aloud. It is also the voice of a teacher, who says
very seriously of Lucy, “(She had, of course, left the
door open, for she knew that it is a very silly thing to
shut oneself into a wardrobe.)” (LWW 7). This may be
read as a disclaimer, of sorts—Lewis’s admonition to
children who might imitate his characters to their own
misfortune. It is certainly a preparation for the actions
of Edmund, who forgets “what a very foolish thing it is”
to shut the wardrobe door behind him (LWW 24). But in
an age well-accustomed to humor on television, when
we should certainly recognize a running “gag,” it is allto-frequently overlooked that encountering this
phrasing on page 5, then again on page 7, twice on page
24, and again on page 49 (phrased slightly differently),
most readers will cease to regard it as a lesson after
perhaps the second repetition; rather, this becomes a
shared joke between the narrative companion and the
reader—all the more memorable because of this
element of humor.
Instances of the narrator of the Chronicles acting as
storyteller, companion, co-conspirator and teacher
extend beyond The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe.
The Silver Chair has received attention from specialists
in both children’s literature and Lewis’s own fiction
analyzing or critiquing the rather heavy-handed
narrative opposing “mixed” schools; here, a narrator
who is clearly speaking to children and adults, or
perhaps children as future adults, self-consciously
admits that, “This is not going to be a school story, so I
shall say as little as possible about Jill’s school, which
is not a pleasant subject. It was ‘co-educational,’ a
school for both boys and girls; what used to be called a
‘mixed’ school; some said it was not nearly so mixed as
the minds of the people who ran it” (SC 1). Lewis
devotes a full paragraph to his criticism of this type of
school, whose administrators “had the idea that boys
and girls should be allowed to do what they like” (SC
1). Kath Filmer cites this as an insertion of explicit
commentary on “a number of [Lewis’s] betês noirs,
including the Humanitarian Theory of Punishment”
(Filmer 83), which she implies is social criticism
intended for adults rather than children.6 Though Lewis
admittedly acknowledges another potential reader
besides the child, he creates “layers” of meaning
suitable for different readers without excluding the
primary audience of children.
Almost certainly drawing from his own school
experiences as described in Surprised by Joy, Lewis, by
way of a sympathetic though stern narrative voice, tells
how “what ten or fifteen of the biggest boys and girls
liked best was bullying the others” (SC 1). This of
course will register differently with a child who has or
has not been the victim of bullying; the didactic tone
seems reserved primarily for adults, whether school
administrators, parents who exert influence over the

school environment of their children, or even (as Filmer
suggests) politicians. Coinciding with the intrusive
narration, this scene may offend the political
sensibilities of some critics, notably David Holbrook
(22-24, 141), who may then see this as an unpardonable
instance of “writing over” or “writing down to” the
child reader. A similar instance of overt narrative
teaching, implicitly critiqued by Filmer (79), occurs in
The Voyage of the Dawn Treader, when Eustace is
described as “liking beetles if they were dead and
pinned to a card”; certainly more condescending
narrative interventions are targeted at characters who
need reform and who, more often than not, are reformed
through the course of the book. This particular
intervention is striking because it provides an additional
lesson on the wrong way to experience nature.
Examples of more lighthearted narrative interventions
are to be found in The Magician’s Nephew, when the
narrator (class-conscious though he may be) indicates
the gleeful experience of the housemaid, “(who was
really having a lovely day)” (81), seeing the chaos at
the front door and the disruption of the household at the
arrival of Jadis of Charn in late Nineteenth Century
England, three times in a matter of a page or two. But
the narrative intervention with the most significance for
my discussion centers on the time-continuum that
separates Narnia from the children’s life in England.
If the narrative strategy used by Lewis in the
Chronicles may be described as mediating between oral
storytelling modes and the solitary experience of texts,
a connection between the narrative voice and another
underlying, “familiarizing” aspect of the Chronicles is
revealed in The Voyage of the Dawn Treader by way of
an “intrusive” narrative moment. In Dawn Treader,
Lewis has the task of re-familiarizing the reader with
the concept of the time differential between England
and Narnia, and perhaps explaining this phenomenon to
those who have not read the preceding books. The
narrative voice, to illustrate this phenomenon explains
that “when the Pevensie children had returned to Narnia
last time for their second visit, it was (for the Narnians)
as if King Arthur came back to Britain as some people
say he will. And I say the sooner the better” (VDT 10).
While it is possible that the last statement would gain
more of a snicker from an adult reader than a child, this
moment in the text serves an essential function by
reintroducing a concept that is central to the series as a
whole. However, the modus operandi, the allusion to
King Arthur, is also revealing in its reference to a
literary figure (albeit one rooted in a distant oral
tradition), arguably the earliest and most enduring
figure of fantastic literature. While children are likely
introduced to this tale at a later age now than when
Lewis was writing, with the possible exception of
Disney’s The Sword and the Stone, adapted from T.H.
White’s Once and Future King, the tale of Arthur and
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his knights is one that most readers could expect to
encounter during a lifetime of reading. The centrality of
this figure in fantastic literature points to a complaint,
shared by Lewis and Tolkien, that if they were to be
able to read the types of books they preferred, they
would have to write them themselves. This could
undoubtedly be modified to mean “new” books that
they liked to read, because both men were acquainted
with books that filled many if not all of their criteria for
enjoyable literature. The figure of Arthur, important as
it has been in the formation of fantasy literature before
and since Lewis and Tolkien and read against the
backdrop of their critiques of fantastic literature, thus
provides a possible “suggestion for future reading.”
In describing one method of writing for children,
one which is rooted in the oral telling of tales to an
actual child—a method which, I have argued, is
approximated,
though
imperfectly,
by
the
companion/storyteller narrator—Lewis acknowledges a
community that emerges because of the interaction
between adult and child in this context:
In any personal relation the two participants
modify each other. You would become
slightly different because you were talking to a
child and the child would become slightly
different because it was being talked to be an
adult. A community, a composite personality,
is created and out of that the story grows.
(OTW 23)
Though the method of writing for children described is
not the method that Lewis used, he was certainly
affected by this concept of a “community” existing
between adult writer and child reader. In another
critical essay, “On Stories,” Lewis explains his belief
that, through his criticism and perhaps, by extension,
through his stories, he is “contributing to the
encouragement of a better school of prose in England:
of story that can mediate imaginative life to the masses
while not being contemptible to the few” (OS 18). And
so the reader and critic may find that, in addition to
“mediating the imaginative life of the masses” by
providing stories that suit popular taste while
possessing literary merit, Lewis uses the opportunity
provided to him by the newly formed “community” of
writer and young reader, to provide a “reading lesson”
of sorts; having successfully “bridged the gap” between
the child’s preliterate communal experience of stories
and the future life of the solitary reader. In a discussion
of Lewis reading in which he concludes by noting the
relationship, for Lewis, between reading and love,
Thomas Martin notes that “reading with C.S. Lewis
takes us far beyond C.S. Lewis” (388). The Narnia
Chronicles provide, for those who wish to take their
advice, numerous textual recommendations, the most

overt of which is the reference to Arthurian literature in
the Dawn Treader.
Dabney Adams Hart introduces the aim of
education, according to Lewis’s Experiment in
Criticism, by saying that “[i]nstead of presenting
students with material predigested for their assimilation,
the teacher should direct them to the raw ingredients,
show them the basic techniques of following recipes,
and then let them experiment and taste for themselves,”
deriving his own “culinary metaphor” from “Lewis’s
frequent use of ‘taste’” (91). Certainly some of these
raw materials are to be found in the Chronicles. The
most frequently discussed are Lewis’s allusions to
earlier children’s books, such as those by George
MacDonald and E. Nesbit, whom Lewis admired;
however, many imaginative works of Western literature
also find representation in the pages of Lewis’s stories
for children as well, as P. Andrew Montgomery, Kath
Filmer, Colin Manlove, Marsha Ann Daigle and others
have noted. Among the works linked to the Chronicles
are those by Aesop, Homer, Dante, Anderson,
Coleridge, and even Orwell. Filmer additionally
suggests that “one of the greatest accolades accorded to
Lewis is that his writings have encouraged readers to go
on reading someone else: William Morris, George
MacDonald, G. K. Chesterton, and Rider Haggard”; she
also mentions Milton, Bunyan, and Apuleius (7). While
not all of these might be “recommended reading,”
Lewis certainly allows for a broad literary selection;
and though some of the items may be more easily
recognized by highly specialized scholars than casual
reader, a pattern of imaginative reading does emerge.
I have suggested that the theoretical list should
begin with Arthurian Tales; it would continue (in an
undetermined sequence) with Dante’s Commedia and
The Odyssey, to which, as many have noted, The
Voyage of the Dawn Treader owes its episodic
structure, its journey motif, and its series of more or
less treacherous islands. The Odyssey connection itself
is significant to my discussion, given the emergence of
criticism that linked the Odyssey to the emerging
recognition of oral-formulaic tradition. However, the
Voyage of the Dawn Treader makes a more general
recommendation of fantasy literature, specifically books
containing dragons—perhaps especially a dragon
named Smaug. In stressing the importance of reading,
correct ways of reading, and reading material to Lewis
as a scholar and teacher, Dabney Adams Hart cites the
fact that “Eustace must learn about dragons painfully,
through personal experience, because his education has
not prepared him for that kind of reality. He has been
cheated of part of his cultural inheritance” (Hart 91).
Reading about dragons becomes practical knowledge
for the Pevensies, but for any child would contribute to
the “longing for wonder” that Lewis describes in “On
Three Ways of Writing for Children.” The Silver Chair,
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described by Manlove as highly literary, offers many
often overlooked literary word-plays as contributions to
our list: the “Lady of the Green Kirtle” suggests the
girdle given to Gawain in Gawain and the Green
Knight; the giants’ hunting party suggests the days of
hunting in the Green Knight’s lands. The chapter titled
“Parliament of Owls” might give one leave to add
Chaucer’s Parlement of Fouls to the reading list, while
Hamlet is mentioned explicitly in The Silver Chair
when Prince Rilian’s looks are said to be reminiscent of
Prince Hamlet’s. The voyage on a subterranean sea
invokes the Epic of Gilgamesh and the subterranean
room with sleeping beasts recalls Journey to the Center
of the Earth. And the crumbled inscription in the Giant
City Ruinous might have been left there by Shelley’s
“Ozymandius.” Certainly the list continues—to be
discovered and lengthened by anyone who “recognizes”
an element of Narnia in the canonical texts of Western
Literature. Such connections might be more valuable
now, with the disappearance of such works from
English course syllabi. To suggest that Lewis’s
allusions and “borrowings” are pedagogical
recommendations for future readings seems plausible,
logical, and, on the whole, a functional contribution to
the future reading life of his current readers and, one
might extrapolate further, future writers, as he saw his
hoped that his own critical writing might contribute to
the improvement of prose stories in English during his
lifetime and noted the connection between reading good
books and producing good writing in his writing advice
to an American girl, quoted by Hart (76).
Although I have presented it as a positive aspect of
the Chronicles, this frequent allusion is more frequently
criticized as a lack of originality on the part of their
author. David Quinn voices another criticism of the
Chronicles, a purported lack of detail, when he quotes
Dorothy Sayers as saying, in reference to Dante, that
“[i]f you want the reader to accept and believe a tale of
marvels, you can do it best by the accumulation of
precise and even prosaic detail” (qtd. in Quinn 117).
Notably, Dante may is included on the previously
mentioned list of “suggested readings.” However, it is
perhaps necessary to ask whether Lewis wanted his
readers to “believe” in Narnia, either literally or in the
way it is possible to “believe” in Middle Earth, which
certainly operates differently, having been created on a
different scale and with a different intention, than
Narnia. My suggestion is, probably not. Indeed, Lewis
asks in “On Three Ways of Writing for Children” if
“anyone suppose[s] that [the child] really and
prosaically longs for all of the dangers and discomforts
of a fairy tale” (29) to which Lewis provides references,
for example when he discusses how unpleasant it is to
skin a bear or pluck a fowl. And if an adult reader finds
the characters in Narnia thin, the plots of the stories
uninteresting, the details lacking, it is perhaps because

he or she has already read the works to which Lewis
gives not only a deferential nod, but also, perhaps, a
new generation of readers, those who would perhaps
understand the wonder of these “classics” in a whole
new way because of the wonder imparted by the Narnia
books. For, whatever critics may deride in the
Chronicles, the truth is that their young readers did
“believe” in Narnia in a very literal way, to such an
extent that one young reader expressed his concern over
“lov[ing] Aslan more than Jesus” (Lewis LTC 52). I
wonder what Lewis might have responded to a reader
who professed to loving Dawn Treader more than The
Odyssey? The concepts are not equivalent, but exist in
parallel, as Lewis’s texts are certainly preparing readers
for a deeper enjoyment and understanding of the all of
the texts and concepts to which he refers.
In the Chronicles of Narnia, it is possible to
observe the way in which Lewis approximates oral
modes of discourse in order to transition to the literate,
retaining and promoting aspects of both. This
interaction between “oral” modes of discourse and
literate genres and overall goals relating is also
reflected in how the stories were composed, and how
they were originally presented to the public. Lewis
emerges as an interesting model of a highly literate
academic who nevertheless, in his children’s literature,
approximates a more “oral” structure (or perhaps, in
Ong’s terms, “secondarily oral”) than did Tolkien,
though Tolkien was also influenced by oral storytelling
and epic traditions.7 Tolkien’s primary objection to
Lewis’s children’s fiction, that the compositions had too
many inconsistencies and blended too many
incompatible mythological elements,8 may be answered
again by referring to oral storytelling: like a storyteller
from an oral-formulaic tradition, Lewis drew on
embedded “story elements” in his compositions,
arranging them as he saw fit and speaking, it is
reasonable to suggest, to a different (decontextualized,
though perhaps reconsidered) audience with each new
volume. Though the books “fit together”
chronologically, they are not always consistent, owing
to the method of production. Similarly, they were
composed in a nonlinear manner, beginning en medias
res.
Though it has since been accomplished, Colin
Manlove expressed reservations about reordering the
Chronicles according to internal chronology, noting that
“to read them simply in narrative sequence would
impose something of a grid on the series,” destroying
both the sense of mystery and limiting the novels’
ability to represent Lewis’s concept of reality as
composed of co-present acts (Literary Achievement
125). Another way to understand this sense of a
“superimposed structure” is the transformation of the
Chronicles from a non-linear form more closely related
to oral storytelling to one which conforms to
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expectations of linear plot, which Ong links to
“internalized” literacy, describing how “literate and
typological cultures are likely to think of consciously
contrived narrative as typically designed in a climactic
linear plot often diagramed as the well-known
‘Freytag’s Pyramid’” (Ong 142). Unlike Tolkien, or
Ong’s example, Milton, Lewis did not rely on a
preconceived notion of the entirety of his works in his
head before they were composed in writing. His
beginning, en medias res, while contrary to the
expectation of the mind which has internalized the
linearity of novel, does not frustrate the sensibility of
the child, whose expectations it is nevertheless difficult
to characterize, but who may be characterized as
somehow in transition from orality to internalized
literacy, and in its resemblance of the structure of oralformulaic poetry, a nonlinear structure across books
should not frustrate the reader of The Odyssey. The
decision to “linearize” the chronology of the
Chronicles, however, reverses the residual orality which
characterizes many of the conventions of children’s
literature, and though they may still be seen as texts
which somehow represent both “stages” of mental
development simultaneously, it is difficult to overcome
the impression that something—some part of this
transitional process, perhaps, or the experience of
wonder—is lost.
Notes
1

2

3
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Lewis. “Sometimes Fairy Stories May Say Best
What’s to be Said.” Of Other Worlds: Essays and
Stories. Ed. Walter Hooper. New York: Harcourt
Brace, 1994.
DuPlessis, Nicole. “Conservation and AntiColonialism in the Chronicles of Narnia” in “Wild
Things: Ecocriticism and Children’s Literature”
Ed. Sid Dobrin and Kenneth Kidd. Wayne State
UP. Forthcoming (2004).
The phrase “writing down,” often used in children’s
literature criticism, is derived from Lewis’s
“Sometimes Fairy Stories May Say Best What’s to
be Said” (OOW 38).
Among other theorists of literacy and orality, Walter
Ong recognizes the solitary reader as a defining
feature of literate culture. My discussion assumes
that in children’s literature there are problems with
the categories of “orality” and “literacy” if
understood as dichotomous, and instead represents
childhood acquisition of literacy as a progressive
movement from a more oral to a more literate state.
A similar connection between written and oral
rhetoric is discussed by Robyn Warhol, who links
the narrative “intrusions” of Gaskell, Stowe, and
Eliot to sermons and Evangelical proselytizing, and
Ong writes of Nineteenth Century novelists who

“self-consciously intone, ‘dear reader’, over and
over again,” and, so doing, “remind themselves
that they are not telling a story but writing one in
which both author and reader are having difficulty
situating themselves” (103).
6
Barbara Wall, whose book The Narrative Voice is the
primary work on narrative theory as applied to
children’s literature, asserts the opinion, still
dominant in children’s literature criticism, that
writing that acknowledges an adult audience,
excluding the child reader from all or part of the
meaning of a narrative intervention, is a symptom
of “writing down” to the child reader (14-15).
7
One of the chief creative differences between Lewis
and Tolkien might productively be considered in
terms of “levels” of literacy and orality. Tolkien,
though he originally composed The Hobbit orally
to his children and delivered the Ring trilogy orally
to the Inklings, refined the stories on paper, in the
manner of Greek rhetoricians who delivered their
orations and later copied them to paper from
memory. However, Tolkien is known for the
meticulous detail with which he worked over every
detail of his fantasy world to make it acceptable to
the reader. By Tolkien’s own definition, fantasy
writing, for whatever age, should be a highly
literate composition (though his plot structures may
be seen as resembling oral compositions to a
degree).
8
See, for example Christopher, “J.R.R. Tolkien,
Narnian Exile.”
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Into the Region of Awe: Mysticism in C.S. Lewis
David C. Downing

C.S. Lewis is arguably the most influential voice
for Christian faith in the modern era. Whether writing
as a scholar, lay theologian, or story-teller, he is famous
for his commitment to “mere Christianity,” for
presenting the basic tenets of faith shared “in all places
at all times” by Christians of the first century to those of
the twenty first.
Lewis is widely regarded as a “commonsense
Christian,” one who offers theology that is
understandable and morality that is practical. He stands
in the mainstream of Christian tradition, avoiding
sectarian disputes and writing for the ordinary reader.
Readers of Lewis who admire his middle-of-theroad metaphysics and his practical advice on daily
living may be surprised by a sentence in Miracles where
he describes "the burning and undimensioned depth of
the Divine Life" as "unconditioned and unimaginable,
transcending discursive thought" (160-161). They may
be equally baffled by a passage in his memoir,
Surprised by Joy, in which he describes his own
conversion in overtly mystical terms: "Into the region of
awe, in deepest solitude there is a road right out of the
self, a commerce with . . . the naked Other, imageless
(though our imagination salutes it with a hundred
images), unknown, undefined, desired" (221).
Equally unusual passages may be found in Lewis’s
fiction. In That Hideous Strength, for example, he
describes a young seeker’s moment of conversion not in
terms of her accepting a set of beliefs or joining a
church. Rather it is a moment of dramatic personal
encounter:
A boundary had been crossed. She had come
into a world, or into a Person, or into the
presence of a Person. Something expectant,
patient, inexorable, met her with no veil or
protection between. . . . In this height and
depth and breadth the little idea of herself
which she had hitherto called me dropped
down and vanished, unfluttering, into
bottomless distance, like a bird in a space
without air. (318-19)
In these passages, and many others like them, we
see that the common image of Lewis as a proponent of
“rational religion” does not do justice to the complexity
of the man. Lewis’s spiritual imagination was every bit
as powerful as his intellect. For him, Christian faith was

not merely a set of religious beliefs, nor institutional
customs, nor moral traditions. It was rooted rather in a
vivid, immediate sense of the Divine presence—in
world history and myth, in the natural world, and in
every human heart.
C.S. Lewis did not consider himself a mystic. In
Letters to Malcolm, Lewis said that in younger days
when he took walking tours, he loved hills, even
mountain walks, but he didn’t have a head for climbing.
In spiritual ascents, he also considered himself one of
the “people of the foothills,” someone who didn’t dare
attempt the “precipices of mysticism.” He added that he
never felt called to “the higher level—the crags up
which mystics vanish out of sight” (63).
Despite this disclaimer, Lewis must certainly have
been one of the most mystical-minded of those who
never formally embarked on the Mystical Way. We see
this in the ravishing moments of Sweet Desire he
experienced ever since childhood; in his vivid sense of
the natural order as an image of the spiritual order; in
his lifelong fascination with mystical texts; and in the
mystical themes and images he so often appropriated
for his own books. As his good friend Owen Barfield
once remarked, Lewis, like George MacDonald and G.
K. Chesterton before him, radiated a sense that the
spiritual world is home, that we are always coming back
to a place we have never yet reached (Stand 316).
According to Rudolf Otto in The Idea of the Holy,
one of the defining traits of the numinous is a habitual
sense of yearning, a deep longing for something
inaccessible or unknown. Throughout his lifetime,
Lewis had this kind of mystical yearning in abundance,
the kind of long he called Joy or Sweet Desire. In The
Problem of Pain Lewis confesses that “all [my] life an
unattainable ecstasy has hovered just beyond the grasp
of [my] consciousness” (136).
Readers of Lewis know the details of his life well,
including his life-long quest for the source of Joy, so I
will focus here on how his reading of mystical texts,
and his own mystical intuitions, contributed to his
spiritual quest. Note for example a passage in Surprised
by Joy in which Lewis discusses the loss of his
childhood faith while at Wynyard School in England.
He explains that his schoolboy faith did not provide him
with assurance or comfort, but created rather selfcondemnation. He fell into an internalized legalism,
such that his private prayers never seemed good
enough. He felt his lips were saying the right things, but
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his mind and heart were not in the words.
Lewis adds “if only someone had read me old
Walter Hilton’s warning that we must never in prayer
strive to extort ‘by maistry’ [mastery] what God does
not give” (62). This is one of those casual references in
Lewis which reveals a whole other side to him which
may surprise those who think of him mainly as a
Christian rationalist.
“Old Walter Hilton” is the fourteenth-century
author of a manual for contemplatives called The Scale
of Perfection. This book is sometimes called The
Ladder of Perfection, as it presents the image of a
ladder upon which one’s soul may ascend to a place of
perfect unity and rest in the Spirit of God.
The passage about “maistry” Lewis wished he’d
known as a boy comes early in The Scale of Perfection,
a section about different kinds of prayer, including
liturgical prayers, spontaneous prayers, and “prayers in
the heart alone” which do not use words. Hilton’s
advice for people “who are troubled by vain thoughts in
their prayer” is not to feel alone. He notes it is very
common to be distracted in prayer by thoughts of what
“you have done or will do, other people’s actions, or
matters hindering or vexing you” (105).
Hilton goes on to explain that no one can keep
fully the Lord’s command to love the Lord your God
with all your heart, soul, strength, and mind. The best
you can do is humbly acknowledge your weakness and
ask for mercy. However badly one’s first resolve fades,
says Hilton, you should not get “too fearful, too angry
with yourself, or impatient with God for not giving you
savor and spiritual sweetness in devotion” (106).
Instead of feeling wretched, it is better to leave off and
go do some other good or useful work, resolving to do
better next time. Hilton concludes that even if you fail
in prayer a hundred times, or a thousand, God in his
charity will reward you for your labor (106).
Walter Hilton was the canon of a priory in the
Midlands of England and an experienced spiritual
director of those who had taken monastic vows. His
book is full of mellow wisdom about spiritual growth,
and Lewis considered it one of “great Christian books”
(Dock 206) that is too often neglected by modern
believers. Hilton’s recurring theme—do what you know
to be right and don’t worry about your feelings—is one
that appears often in Lewis’s own Christian meditations.
But, alas, Lewis as a boy did not have the benefit
of Hilton’s advice. In those boyhood years at Wynyard,
he was trapped in a religion of guilt, not grace. More
and more he came to associate Christianity with
condemnation of others, as in northern Ireland, or
condemnation of oneself, for not living up to God’s
standards.
When he was in his early teens, Lewis decided to
put away childish things, including his faith. Despite his
intellectual skepticism during those years, Lewis never

lost his sense of wonder, a certain mystical intuition that
there was more to the story that his rational side could
find out. If his reason had truly reigned, he would have
quickly dismissed anything written by George
MacDonald, the 19th century Scottish homilist, poet and
fantasy writer. But when Lewis, at age seventeen,
discovered MacDonald's Phantastes, it was an
emotional and spiritual watershed. Reading the story for
the first time in the spring of 1916, Lewis wrote
enthusiastically to a friend that he'd had a "great literary
experience" that week (Stand 206), and the book
became one of his lifelong favorites. Over a decade
later, Lewis wrote that nothing gave him a sense of
"spiritual healing, of being washed" as much as reading
George MacDonald (Stand 389).
Though he didn’t recognize it at the time, the
young Lewis was responding warmly to the Christian
mysticism that pervades all of MacDonald’s writing.
Lewis later called MacDonald a “mystic and natural
symbolist . . . who was seduced into writing novels”
(Allegory 232). This judgment is borne out by critic
Rolland Hein in summarizing the worldview which
underlies MacDonald’s fiction. Tracing the influence of
Novalis (1772-1801), Hein finds in MacDonald a
pervasive quest to find “an inner harmony
commensurate with the harmony seen in the outer
universe,” as well as a “yearning after the eternal and
the infinite—a type of spiritual love which draws man
toward the divine” (7).
Despite his avowed commitment to a materialistic
worldview in his teens and early twenties, Lewis
showed a great deal of interest in occultism and magic
during those years. But this interest cooled when he met
actual Magicians and Occultists while at Oxford. Then
it was utterly quenched when he watched the complete
psychic collapse of his friend Dr. John Askins, who had
exhibited an unhealthy fascination for spiritualism,
seances, and the occult. Though Askins’ death in his
mid-40s was certainly rooted in physical causes, Lewis
could never quite get over a sense that those who
conjure up spirits may get more than they bargain for.
He acquired an ongoing sense that spiritual realities
were less remote, less hypothetical, than he had
previously believed. Good and Evil began to seem less
philosophical postulates than unseen spiritual forces.
Later on, Lewis did not say his youthful interest in the
occult was dangerous or deceptive; he says more
emphatically that it was a stratagem of “the Enemy”
(Joy 60).
During his twenties undertook formal study of
Idealism, the philosophy that the world of the senses is
but an appearance, and that the ultimate reality is a
trans-empirical Absolute. But the more he tried to live
out this worldview, the more it seemed to him that the
Absolute had to be something more than a transcendent
Ground of Being. He sensed, perhaps more by intuition
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than intellect, that he was grappling with something—or
Someone—concrete and personal. As he wrote to his
friend Owen Barfield in a tone of humorous panic,
"Terrible things are happening to me. The 'Spirit' or
'Real I' is showing an alarming tendency to become
much more personal and is taking the offensive, and
behaving just like God. You'd better come on Monday
at the latest or I may have entered a monastery" (Letters
223-224).
In his memoir Surprised by Joy Lewis described
two conversion experiences, the first to a generalized
Theism, the second to Christianity specifically, an
affirmation that Jesus of Nazareth was God come down
from heaven. The first of these occurred in the summer
of 1929, centering on a mystically-charged experience
that occurred while he was riding on a bus. Having
affirmed that there is an Absolute, Lewis was
increasingly attracted to Christians he had met at
Oxford, especially J.R.R. Tolkien, and to Christian
authors he had been reading, especially Samuel
Johnson, George MacDonald, and G. K. Chesterton.
Then one summer’s day, riding on the top deck of an
omnibus, he became aware, without words or clear
mental pictures, that he was “holding something at bay,
or shutting something out” (224). He felt he was being
presented with a free choice, that of opening a door or
bolting it shut. He said he felt no weight of compulsion
or duty, no threats or rewards, only a vivid sense that
“to open the door . . . meant the incalculable” (224).
Lewis chose to open the door and the consequences
seemed not only incalculable, but almost ineffable.
Writing in Surprised by Joy more than quarter century
later, Lewis struggled to find the right metaphor to
capture the experience. In the short space of one
paragraph, he describes the moment as walking through
a door, but also like taking off a tight corset, removing
one’s armor, and even the melting of a snowman.
Obviously, something profound and pivotal happened
that day, but trying to do it justice seemed to push
Lewis to the outer reaches of his considerable
expressive powers.
After the experience on the bus, Lewis took a full
two years trying to figure out what it meant. He began
by kneeling and praying soon afterwards, “the most
dejected and reluctant convert in all England” (Joy
228). Then he started to explore a variety of spiritual
and mystical texts. Though there are only scattered
references to “devotional” reading in Lewis’s letters or
diaries in his twenties, the two-year period 1929-31
finds him reading George MacDonald’s Diary of an Old
Soul and Lilith, John Bunyan’s Grace Abounding,
Dante’s Paradiso, Jacob Boehme’s The Signature of All
Things, Brother Lawrence’s The Practice of the
Presence of God, Thomas Traherne’s Centuries of
Meditations, William Law’s an Appeal to All Who
Doubt, Thomas a Kempis’ Imitation of Christ, as well

as the Gospel of John in the original Greek.
All this thinking and reading came to a head in
September 1931, when Lewis was persuaded by J.R.R.
Tolkien and another Christian friend that Christ’s
Incarnation is the historical embodiment of the Dying
God myth, the universal story of One who gives himself
for the sake of his people. Lewis’s second conversion,
his acknowledgment that Christ is God, once again
came while riding, this time in the sidecar of his brother
Warren’s motorcycle.
Of all the texts Lewis read during his spiritual
apprenticeship, one that affected him the most was the
Gospel of John (in Greek), which he said made all other
religious writing seem like a comedown He also
responded strongly to Jacob Boehme’s The Signature of
All Things (1623). Upon his first reading in 1930,
Lewis said it had been “about the biggest shaking up
I’ve got from a book since I first read Phantastes”
(Stand 328). After talking about qualities of horror and
dread which made Boehme less pleasant than
MacDonald, Lewis concludes, “It’s not like a book at
all, but like a thunderclap. Heaven defend us—what
things there are knocking about in the world!” (Stand
328). Part of what filled Lewis with uneasy fascination
was Boehme’s portrayal of God when there was nothing
but God. The Book of Genesis begins with God in the
act of creation. But Boehme goes back a step and
describes, “the eternal Stillness,” a noplace and notime
with only the Infinite Being and Non-Being. Perhaps
more importantly, Lewis encountered in Boehme the
first fully-articulated system of nature-mysticism.
Jacob Boehme (1575-1624) was a German
shoemaker who began having visions while still a boy.
From his personal revelations, Boehme developed a
philosophy that he considered an enrichment of
Christianity, but which Church authorities condemned
as heretical. For Boehme, nature is truly the garment of
God, as all natural things are symbols of spiritual
things. Boehme was well versed in alchemy, focusing
especially on quicksilver (mercury), salt, and sulfur. For
him, quicksilver was a symbol of human consciousness
and salt a sign of immortality. Sulfur was a material
which, when ignited, vaporized into “sulfur spirits.”
This made it a mystical symbol of a soul inhabiting a
body. For Boehme, all material things have a
“signature,” an essential quality by which to read the
nature of spiritual things.
Jacob Boehme’s works were condemned for their
seemingly pantheistic teaching that human souls partake
of the Universal Soul. Yet his philosophy echoed down
the centuries, an important influence in thinkers as
diverse as the American Transcendentalists, the British
Theosophists, and German Romantics such as Novalis.
Another latter-day reader of Boehme was George
MacDonald, who expressed his nature mysticism in
sacramental terms. “What on God’s earth,” asks a
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character in MacDonald’s novel The Portent, “is not an
outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual
grace?” (Hein 6). MacDonald’s son Greville recalled
later that his father speaking of correspondences,
“innumerable instances of physical law tallying with
metaphysical, of chemical affinities with spiritual
affections” (Hein 46).
Lewis’s early letters show an equal enthusiasm for
Boehme and for his more orthodox disciple, George
McDonald. Lewis’s friend and biographer, George
Sayer, observed that Jack’s view of nature was
“essentially mystical” and that he spoke of nature as
“the signature of all things” (148). Lewis dropped
Boehme’s alchemy and justified his views instead with
St. Paul’s observation that “since the creation of the
world God’s invisible qualities—his eternal power and
divine nature—have been clearly seen, being
understood from what has been made.” (Rom. 1:20a).
For Lewis nature mysticism was not so much a
philosophy as a deeply realized sense of joy and
gratitude in the beauty of the natural world. He liked all
kinds of weather and loved to fill his letters with minute
descriptions of landscapes, farmyards, forests, skies,
stormclouds, and sunsets. He often made explicit the
spiritual resonances he saw in the natural world. In one
letter he compares the woods at Whipsnade Zoo, with
their bluebells and birdsong, to “the world before the
Fall” (Letters 154). In another he says that early
morning luminosity of a country churchyard before
Easter service “makes the Resurrection almost seem
natural” (Unpub ltr, Mar 29, 1940).
Sometimes in his letters Lewis drew out more fully
the spiritual lessons to be learned at the feet of nature.
For example, he explained St. John’s description of
God to his friend Arthur Greeves in Boehmian terms:
“He is pure Light. All the heat that in us is lust or anger
in Him is cool light—eternal morning, eternal freshness,
eternal springtime: never disturbed, never strained. Go
out in early summer before the world is awake and see,
not the thing itself, but the material symbol of it” (Stand
463).
In Mere Christianity Lewis goes beyond
momentary impressions and gives an account of
everything in the cosmos as a mirror of God’s nature.
Space, in its very immensity, is a symbol of God’s
greatness, a “translation of it into non-spiritual terms.”
The physical energy in matter reminds of the spiritual
power of God. Growing plant life is a sign of the living
God, as animal life is a sign of his ceaseless activity and
creative power. And humans, in their ability to think
and will and love, are the most complete and fully
realized image of God in this earthly realm (139).
Lewis himself seemed to realize that his intense
response to nature went beyond mere aesthetic
enjoyment to what many would consider a variety of
mystical experience. In The Problem of Pain, he

confesses, “There have been times when I think we do
not desire heaven; but more often I find myself
wondering whether, in our heart of hearts, we have ever
desired anything else” (133). He goes on to talk about a
“secret thread” which ties together all the books he
loves the most. Then there is the view of a landscape
“which seems to embody what you have been looking
for all your life,” even if a friend standing nearby “cares
nothing for the ineffable suggestion by which you are
transported.” Adding that even one’s friendships and
one’s hobbies are shaped by this hunger in the heart,
Lewis concludes “All the things that have ever deeply
possessed your soul have been just hints of it—
tantalizing glimpses, promises never quite fulfilled,
echoes that died away just as they caught your ear.”
Lewis adds that if the object of this yearning were ever
made manifest, we could say, beyond all doubt, “Here
at last is the thing I was made for.” He calls this “the
secret signature of each soul, the incommunicable and
unappeasable want” (133-134).
In using terms such as ineffable, transport, and
signature of the soul, Lewis is clearly adopting the
vocabulary of mysticism to describe his own soul’s
deepest longings. Mysticism scholar W. T. Stace
distinguishes between “introverted mysticism,” based
upon meditation or contemplation, and “extroverted
mysticism,” an ecstatic response to visible emblems of
the “First Fair” (EL 10) found in nature (107). Clearly,
Lewis’s mysticism is mainly of the second sort.
Lewis’s mystical side was nourished not only by
his reading and by the natural world, but also by likeminded spirits in his own life. One thinks especially of
Charles Williams, who came to Oxford in the autumn of
1939 and quickly became a regular at Inklings
meetings.
Born in 1886, Charles Williams was a prolific
writer, as well as an energetic lecturer and editor. He is
probably best known for his seven novels of the
supernatural which one critic described as “wild and
mystical” (Sayer 176). But he also wrote plays, booklength Arthurian poems, literary commentaries, and two
classic short meditations on theology and church
history, He Came Down From Heaven (1938) and The
Descent of the Dove (1939).
Lewis and Williams valued each other’s company
partly because the two of them had few intellectual
equals. But they also shared the same vivid sense of
spiritual realities just beyond the doors of perception. T.
S. Eliot, who said he considered Williams very nearly a
saint, commented that “he makes our everyday world
much more exciting because of the supernatural which
he always finds active in it” (Carpenter 97). This
sounds very much like George Sayer describing Lewis:
“The most precious moments to Jack in his ordinary life
were those . . . when he was aware of the spiritual
quality of material things, of the infusion of the
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supernatural into the workaday world” (192).
The central thread of Williams’ thought, and the
one that most influenced Lewis, is his idea of Coinherence. Williams believed that Co-inherence is built
into the very fabric of reality, a reflection of the Trinity:
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, three persons in one
being, eternally expressing their natures in relation to
the others. Co-inherence leads to Substitution, Christ’s
dying for all humanity in order that they may be lifted
up. Redeemed humans co-inhere in their Maker, living
in the Spirit as he lives in them, and also with each
other in a mystical body.
For Williams Co-inherence was not just a
theological abstraction, but a practical relation. He
believed that Paul’s advice to bear one another’s
burden’s (Gal. 6:2) was more than just a call for mutual
aid or emotional support. He taught that one could
actually accept someone else’s physical, emotional, or
spiritual burdens, to re-enact Christ’s substitution by
taking upon oneself the dread, pain, or anxiety of
another. He even argued that such a Substitution could
transcend time. In his novel Descent into Hell (1937) a
young, modern-day woman sees a vision of one of her
ancestors being martyred for his faith in the 16th
century. She senses his terrible agony in facing death
and takes a portion of his suffering upon herself. In so
doing, she finds a peace that had eluded her, while her
ancestor goes forward to his death proclaiming, “I have
seen the salvation of my God.”
When asked in a letter about Williams’ ideas of
Co-inherence and Substitution, Lewis responded that he
would not argue against them. He noted that Jesus asks
Saul on the road to Damascus, (“Why do you persecute
me?” not “Why do you persecute my followers?”)
Lewis takes this to mean that “Our Lord suffers in all
the sufferings of His people.” He goes on to speculate
that “when we suffer for others and offer it to God on
their behalf, it may be united with His sufferings and, in
Him, may help to their redemption.” (Letters 412).
Williams reinforced Lewis’s mystical side not only
in life, but also in his death. When Williams died
unexpectedly in 1945, Lewis was deeply saddened, but
somehow also sustained. In later years, speaking of the
strong sense of presence he felt after his good friend’s
passing, Lewis wondered if God welcomed souls newly
arrived in the City of Grace with a power to bless those
left behind. As he observed in 1946, “No event has
corroborated my faith in the next world as Williams did
simply by dying. When the idea of death and the idea of
Williams thus met in my mind, it was the idea of death
that was changed.”
Lewis biographer George Sayer says that Williams
found a special place in Lewis’s heart, a place which
would not be filled again until he met Joy Davidman.
Joy had a bluff, hearty, no-nonsense manner, which
Lewis once clumsily complimented as her “masculine

virtues.” (“How would you like me to compliment you
on your feminine virtues?” was her trenchant reply [GO
17]). But despite her incisive intellect, Joy also had a
mystical side. All her life she remembered something
that happened to her as a 14-year-old: her sense of
epiphany in watching a sunset through the glistening,
ice-glazed branches of a tree. Though her atheist Jewish
father felt the experience could easily be explained
away, she retained a sense that somehow she’d
witnessed a kind of Burning Bush (Dorsett 1).
Many years later Joy told Jack about another
experience she’d had as a new Christian, before she met
him. She was “haunted all one morning” by an intuitive
sense of the nearness of God, that He was demanding
her attention. She tried to ignore the feeling, afraid this
was a matter of some unrepented sin or unwanted labor.
But when she finally acknowledged the Presence, as
Lewis explains it, “the message was, ‘I want to give you
something’ and instantly she entered into joy” (GO 39).
In October 1956 Joy was diagnosed with bone
cancer. The news seems to have changed her
relationship with Lewis; within a few months, it was
clear their companionship had ripened into love. The
two were married in an Anglican ceremony in her
hospital room in March 1957. By then Joy’s cancer was
in an advanced stage; she was confined to bed in a great
deal of pain. When she was released from the hospital
in April, it was assumed she had only weeks to live.
At that time Lewis began praying that he could be a
Substitute for his wife, that he could accept some of her
pain and debility. That summer and fall Joy’s cancer
went into remission and the bone tissue in her thigh
began to mend. At the same time Lewis experienced
crippling pain in his legs, as well as loss of calcium in
his bones. He told several friends that he couldn’t help
but wonder if Williams’ mystical idea of Substitution
were not valid indeed (Guide 84).
Mr. and Mrs. Lewis had a wonderful “Indian
summer” together in her last years, as she became
strong enough to walk and eventually travel with Jack
to Ireland in the summer of 1958. By the autumn of
1959, the bone cancer returned and Jack wrote that the
“wonderful recovery Joy made in 1957 was only a
reprieve not a pardon” (Guide 95). Joy Davidman
Lewis died in July 1960 at 46 years of age—the same
age at which Lewis’s mother had died.
Jack’s own health was not good in the years
following Joy’s death. He suffered from heart and
kidney disease and began receiving blood transfusions
in 1961. He had a heart attack in July1963 and went
into a coma. After receiving Last Rites, he surprised
everyone by waking up from his coma and asking for a
cup of tea. Though he was comfortable and cheerful,
Lewis never fully recovered from this condition. He
died quietly on November 22, 1963.
Considering Lewis’s adolescent interest in
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conjuring apparitions, it seems ironic that he himself
should experience such a vision, unbidden, in the last
months of his life. Walter Hooper reports that, one
afternoon during Lewis’s hospitalization in July, he
suddenly pulled himself up and stared intently across
the room. He seemed to gaze upon something or
someone "very great and beautiful" near at hand, for
there was rapturous expression on his face unlike
anything Hooper had seen before. Jack kept on looking,
and repeated to himself several times, "Oh, I never
imagined, I never imagined." The joyous expression
remained on his features as he fell back onto his pillows
and went to sleep. Later on, he remembered nothing of
this episode, but he said that even speculating about it
with Hooper gave him a "refreshment of the spirit"
(Essays 27-28).
There is little doubt that such an experience was
related to Lewis’s serious medical condition.
Nonetheless, it seems fitting that for once, fleetingly,
the “unattainable ecstasy” he’d been seeking his whole
life was something to be grasped, an assurance of things
unseen.
Rudolf Otto wrote that Christianity is not a
mystical religion, because it is not built upon private
intuitions. Rather he calls it a historical faith with
“mystical coloring.” Perhaps Otto’s description of
Christian tradition may fit individual Christians as well.
Though Lewis did not claim to be a mystic, his faith
always displayed a distinct mystical coloring, an
iridescence of rich and glittering hues.
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A Cloud of Witnesses: A Collection of Quotes about Victorian
Author George MacDonald
Darrel Hotmire

Many people have been profoundly influenced by
the insightful writings of George MacDonald. His
Victorian fairy tales, novels and sermons have caused
life-changing experiences in authors as prominent as
C.S. Lewis. He has influenced many others. The list of
those influenced range from two of his sons, who both
wrote biographies about their father, to literary greats
like Samuel Clemens, G.K Chesterton, Madeline
L’Engle and W.H. Auden. The following quotes about
George MacDonald both verify his influence as well as
reveal some of the reasons his writings have made such
an impact on so many people.
“His fairy-tales and allegorical fantasies were
epoch-making in the lives of multitudes,
children and parents alike, and still are widely
read. His novels, not only those which
inaugurated a new school in Scottish literature,
but his stories of English life also, stirred the
religious world to its depths and left their
impress direct or mediate on the deeper
thought of the whole English speaking
world.”1
—Greville MacDonald
“George MacDonald was one of the endless
chain of the interpreters of God to man.”2
—Ronald MacDonald
“Through stories of everyday Scottish and
English life, whose plot, consisting in the
conflict of a stereotyped theology with the
simple human aspiration towards the divine,
illustrated the solvent power of orthodox
Christianity, he found himself touching the
hearts and stimulating the consciences of a
congregation never to be herded in the largest
and most comfortable of Bethels.”3
—Ronald MacDonald
“In an Indiana town on a February afternoon
in 1873, a fur-clad and bearded Scot in his
mid-fifties, accompanied by his wife and
eldest son, glimpsed the advance publicity for
his evening lecture. Fluttering on the façade of
the courthouse, a blue and silver banner read;
‘George MacDonald, England, Eminent
Scotch Orator, Subject—Robert Burns.’ The

crowd that night was disappointingly small.
The eminence of the Victorian man of letters,
poet had perhaps not reached that place, but it
did not matter. His American tour had begun
auspiciously.
In Boston, three thousand, including several
prominent New England literati, Emerson,
Longfellow, and Beecher Stowe among them,
had come to hear the author . . . Then large
audiences from New York City to Ann Arbor
crowded to hear the LLD from Aberdeen
University.”4
—Virginia Verplough Steinmetz
“One hundred years ago—in 1872-1873—
George MacDonald visited the United States.
The reception he received from the Bostonian
public was almost unprecedented. His first
lecture was on Robert Burns. It took place on
October 15 at Union Hall, Cambridgeport,
with a ‘blaze of carmine or rather bloodcolour elm trees’ outside. ‘There were two
thousand eight hundred and fifty ticket
holders, besides a few that got in as friends.
Such a hall!’ exclaimed Mrs. MacDonald, in a
letter to her children at home, ‘with two
balconies all around it. They say Papa was
heard in every corner of it.’ At the conclusion,
the illustrious James T. Fields, ‘his eyes full of
tears,’ rushed to shake MacDonald’s hand;
‘and declared there had been nothing like it
since Dickens.’
With such tremendous success MacDonald’s
speaking tour began. On October 30th, he
visited Whittier at Amesbury, saw Emerson,
William Cullen Bryant, Oliver Wendell
Holmes, and lectured on Tom Hood at the
Boston Lyceum. Eventually he went on to
New York, Philadelphia (where the
MacDonalds were lavishly entertained by the
Lippincotts), New Jersey, Washington . . . And
he was offered the pastorate of a church on
Fifth Avenue (says his son), at the incredible
sum then, of $20,000 per annum, which he
refused.”5
—Glenn Edward Sadler
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“During his lifetime George Macdonald
enjoyed great prestige and was extremely
influential. As a writer and thinker his
contemporaries ranked him with Trollope,
Tennyson and Carlyle.”6
—Kathy Triggs
“It must be a very remote corner of America,
indeed, where the writings of George
MacDonald would not only be known, but
ardently loved. David Elginbrod, Ranald
Bannerman, Alec Forbes, Robert Falconer,
and Little Diamond have many friends by this
time all over the land, and are just as real
personages, thousands of miles west of New
York and Boston as they are hereabouts. Now
there must be some good reason for this
exceptional universality of recognition, and it
is not at all difficult to discern why
MacDonald’s characters should be welcome
guests everywhere. The writer who speaks
through his beautiful creation of imagination
. . . if he be a master of his art, like
MacDonald, will be a light and a joy to every
household, however situated.”7
—James T. Fields
“The personality of the author will bear the
closest inspection at any and all times. As a
novelist, an essayist, a poet, and a preacher, he
stands always in broad sunlight, and no dark
shadow ever rests upon the dial of his pure
and healthy inspiration. Those of us who know
the man, love the sound of his pleasant voice,
so full of tender sympathy with all that is best
and strengthening in human life . . . ”8
—James T. Fields
“ . . . and mamma and papa were quite well
acquainted with Dr. MacDonald and his
family”9
—Susy Clemens
(daughter of Samuel Clemens)
“Susy died in 1896. In an 1899 letter to
William Dean Howells, Twain reflected upon
his successful career and then added, ‘All
these things might move and interest one. But
how desperately more I have been moved
tonight by the thought of a little old copy in
the nursery of At the Back of the North Wind.
Oh what happy days they were when that little
book was read, and how Susy loved it.’ ”10
—Samuel Clemens

“The two writers (MacDonald and Twain)
were very intimate, and had discussed cooperation in a novel together, so as to secure
copyright on both sides of the Atlantic.”11
—Greville MacDonald
“(The Diary of an Old Soul is) one of the three
great sacred poems of the nineteenth
century”12
—John Ruskin
“In native gift of poetic insight he was born
with a richer dower than has fallen to any of
our age now living since Alfred Tennyson saw
—Sir William Geddes
the light of day.”13
“I for one can really testify to a book that has
made a difference to my whole existence,
which helped me to see things in a certain way
from the start; a vision of things which even so
real a revolution as a change of religious
allegiance has substantially only crowned and
confirmed. Of all the stories I have read,
including even all the novels of the same
novelist, it remains the most real, the most like
life. It is called The Princess and the Goblin,
and is by George MacDonald.”14
—G.K. Chesterton
“ . . . Another recurrent image in his romances
was a great white horse; the father of the
princess had one, and there was another in At
the Back of the North Wind. To this day I can
never see a big white horse in the street
without a sudden sense of indescribable
things.”15
—G.K. Chesterton
“ . . . MacDonald had made for himself a sort
of spiritual environment, a space and
transparency of mystical light, which was
quite exceptional in his national and
denominational environment. He said things
that were like the Cavalier mystics, like the
Catholic saints, sometimes perhaps like the
Platonists or the Swedenborgian . . . And when
he comes to be more carefully studied as a
mystic, as I think he will be when people
discover the possibility of collecting jewels
scattered in a rather irregular setting, it will be
found, I fancy, that he stands for a rather
important turning point in the history of
Christendom, as representing the particular
Christian nation of the Scots.” 16
—G.K. Chesterton
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“Now, among the many men of genius
Scotland produced in the nineteenth century,
there was only one so original as to go back to
this (pre-Calvin Christian) origin. There was
only one who really represented what Scottish
religion should have been, if it had continued
the colour of Scottish mediaeval poetry. In his
particular type of literary work he did indeed
realize the apparent paradox of a St. Frances
of Aberdeen, seeing the same sort of halo
round every flower and bird . . . to have got
back to it, or forward to it, at one bound of
boyhood, out of the black Sabbath of a
Calvinist town, was a miracle of
imagination.”17
—G.K. Chesterton
“He wrote nothing empty; but he wrote much
that is rather to full, and of which the
appreciating depends rather on a sympathy
with the substance than on the first sight of the
form. As a matter of fact, the mystics have not
often been men of letters in the finished and
almost professional sense . . . it is in exactly
the same sense in which we pity a man who
has missed the whole of Keats or Milton, that
we can feel compassion for the critic who has
not walked in forest of Phantastes or made the
acquaintance of Mr. Cupples in the adventures
of Alec Forbes.”18
—G.K. Chesterton
“Lewis might be called MacDonald’s spiritual
son and heir.”19
—Marion Lochhead
“I have had a great literary experience this
week . . . The book is Geo. MacDonald’s
Phantastes, which I picked up by hazard . . .
Have you read it? At any rate whatever you
are reading now, you simply must get this at
once.”20
—C.S.Lewis (letter to Aurthur Greeves)
“I read MacDonald’s Phantastes over my tea,
which I have read many times and which I
really believe fills for me the place of a
devotional book.”21
—C.S. Lewis (note from his journal)
“Most myths were made in prehistoric times,
and, I suppose, not consciously made by
individuals at all. But every now and then
there occurs in the modern world a genius—a
Kafka or a Novalis—who can make such a

story. MacDonald is the greatest genius of this
kind whom I know.”22
—C.S.Lewis
“What he does best is fantasy—fantasy that
hovers between the allegorical and the
mythopoeic. And this in my opinion he does
better than any man.”23
—C.S.Lewis
“It was in this mythopoeic art that Macdonald
excelled. The great works are Phantastes, the
Curdie books, The Golden Key, The Wise
Woman and Lilith. They are supremely good
. . . The meaning, the suggestion, the radiance,
is incarnate in the whole story.”24
“But it is, no doubt true that any reader who
loves holiness and loves Macdonald—yet
perhaps he will need to love Scotland too—
can find even in the worst of them something
that disarms criticism and will come to feel a
queer, awkward charm in their very faults.”25
—C.S.Lewis
(speaking of MacDonald’s novels)
“I know hardly any other writer who seems to
be closer, or more continually close, to the
Spirit of Christ Himself. Hence his Christ-like
union of tenderness and severity. Nowhere
else outside the New Testament have I found
terror and comfort so intertwined.”26
—C.S.Lewis
“I have never concealed the fact that I
regarded him as my master; indeed I fancy I
have never written a book in which I did not
quote from him. But it has not seemed to me
that those who have received my books kindly
take even now sufficient notice of the
affiliation. Honesty drives me to emphasize
it.”27
—C.S.Lewis
“It must be more than thirty years ago that I
bought—almost unwillingly, for I had looked
at the volume on that bookstall and rejected it
on a dozen previous occasion—the Everyman
edition of Phantastes. A few hours later I knew
that I had crossed a great frontier . . . What it
actually did to me was to convert, even to
baptize my imagination. It did nothing to my
intellect nor (at that time) to my conscience.
Their turn came far later and with the help of
many other books and men. But when the
process was complete, by which, of course, I
mean ‘when it had really begun’—I found that
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I was still with MacDonald and that he had
accompanied me all the way and that I was
now at last ready to hear from him much that
he could not have told me from the
beginning.”28
—C.S.Lewis
“The captivating fairy tales and fantasy novels
of nineteenth-century author George
MacDonald had a profound influence on many
British and American authors who followed
after him. The best fantasy writers of this
century including J.R.R. Tolkien and
Madeleine L’Engle, acknowledged that they
held the Scottish-born author in high
esteem.”29
—Editors of The Princess and the Goblin,
Illustrated Junior Library Series
“Surely, George MacDonald is the grandfather
of us all—all of us who struggle to come to
terms with truth through fantasy.”30
—Madeleine L’Engle
“The magical, the fairy story . . . may be a
vehicle of mystery. This is what George
MacDonald attempted, achieving stories of
power an beauty."31
—J.R.R. Tolkien
“It is odd that an age which thinks so highly of
writers such as Blake or Kafka should neglect
the works of George MacDonald. In that style
of writing which is called visionary or mythic,
MacDonald has never been surpassed.”32
—W.H. Auden
“The Princess and the Goblin is, in my
opinion the only English children’s book in
the same class as the Alice books.”33
—W.H. Auden
“His greatest gift is what one might call his
dream realism, his exact and profound
knowledge of dream causality, dream logic,
dream change, dream morality: when one
reads him, the illusion of participating in a real
dream is perfect; one never feels that it is an
allegorical presentation of wakeful conscious
processes.”34
—W.H. Auden
“In his power to project his inner life into
images, events beings landscapes which are
valid for all, he is one of the most remarkable

writers of the nineteenth century . . . and Lilith
is equal if not superior to the best of Poe.”35
—W.H. Auden
“MacDonald, having found his own golden
key, gave it away to any who cared to have it
and to follow him into his inner kingdom of
magic and holiness”36
—Marion Lochhead
“From His Scots ancestry, MacDonald
inherited the wild romantic mysticism of the
Highlands, and he combined this with a
remarkable and apparently intuitive grasp of
psychological truths that were far ahead of his
time. His books are deep and strong, even the
fairy tales and the dream romances, such as
Lilith and Phantastes. Woven into their texture
is a natural love and knowledge of the wild,
dark moors of the Scottish earth, the weird
lore of the ancient, superstitious Scots blood, a
deep and sincere belief in the Divine, an inner
faith that went beyond mere Christian
orthodoxy.”37
—Lin Carter
“Unquestionably, the master of the Victorian
fairy tale was George MacDonald.”38
—Michel Patrick Hearn
“For admirers of MacDonald, such as myself,
his work is something of the effect of an
hallucinatory drug. Finishing one of his stories
is often like waking from a dream—one’s own
dream. The best of them stimulate longforgotten images and feelings—the ‘something
profound’ that borders frustratingly close to
memory without quite ever reaching it.”39
—Maurice Sendak
“It moved me the way books did when, as a
child, the great gates of literature began to
open and first encounters with noble thoughts
and utterances were unspeakably thrilling. But
this was different, too. It was as if a wind blew
over me, coming from heights even higher
than that of Glashgar. I wanted not to put the
book down until it was finished, and yet I
could not bear to come to its end. Once at its
last page, I felt I would have to do what I had
often done as a child—turn back to the first
page and begin reading all over again. I
longed to tell everyone I knew to read it. Just
that, to read it. It would not do to tell them
anything about it. This was not only a book, it
was an experience.”
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“Now and then a book is read as a friend is
made and after it life is not the same, for it has
become richer, more meaningful, more
challenging. Sir Gibbie did this to me. Sir
Gibbie holds that within it covers to do
something to all who read it.”40
—Elizabeth Yates
“Years ago, when I was still a teenager, I
discovered a book entitled Unspoken Sermons
by George MacDonald. I remember one
Sunday afternoon when I sat down and read it
from cover to cover.
A normal teenage boy does not customarily
read sermons on a Sunday afternoon, and I
was a normal teenage boy . . . However, these
were not normal sermons, and George
MacDonald was not a customary writer. And I
could never forget one sermon especially,
called ‘The New Name.’ For years I thought I
was the only one who knew about George
MacDonald and his unusual insights. But then,
as I began reading C.S. Lewis, I found that
Lewis had ‘discovered’ MacDonald long
before I had.”41
—William J Peterson
“Valued in his own time as an original thinker
and spiritual guide, George MacDonald
continues to command the attention of today’s
readers.”42
—U.C. Knoepflmacer
“George MacDonald is one of the most
engaging and prolific creative writers of the
Victorian Era. Although he was plagued by
failure, poverty, and ill health, he was said to
have a deep trust in God and a sunny playful
disposition.”43
—Richard Foster
“Like so many others both before me and
since, I have C.S. Lewis’s little anthology of
quotations from MacDonald’s work to thank
for it (reading MacDonald). Until then I had
thought of MacDonald as a writer exclusively
of children’s books, but from Lewis’s
introduction I discovered not only that he had
written a great deal of both fiction and
nonfiction for grown-ups, but that all of it was
deeply imbued by his Christian faith . . . And I
have been reading him ever since.”44
—Frederick Buechner

“A man of vivid imagination, George
MacDonald wrote in a great variety of literary
genres, excelling in the creation of fairy tales,
as he said, for children from seven to
seventy.”45
—Rolland Hein
“If the magic of the storyteller is strong
enough, his scenes and characters will grow
into our real life. Of all writers, George
MacDonald is one of the strangest, and in
many ways one of the greatest. He never fails
of his magic, for it is in the wonder-filled
regions to which he leads us, always so easily
and inevitably, and in the undoubtable truth
even of his most daring inventions, that the
real enchantment lies.”46
—Roger Lancelyn Green
(The Princess and Curdie) was given to me as
a birthday present when I was about ten or so,
before I knew that there was book about the
mountain-haunting goblins, Princess Irene,
and the sturdy dependable Curdie. My
birthday book was devoured in one gulp and
then I searched library shelves for more books
by the same author. Having so discovered The
Princess and the Goblin, I was entranced to
see how the story really began. For some time
the thought of the goblin queen’s fearsome
stone shoes remained with me—certainly a
new and unusual weapon to be used against
dark forces, perfect to wear clumping about in
the night of underground.”47
—Andre Norton
“Throughout the final third of the nineteenthcentury, George MacDonald’s works were
best sellers, and his status as a sage was
secure. His novels sold, both in Great Britain
and in the United States, by the hundreds of
thousands of copies; his lectures were popular
and widely attended; his poetry earned him at
least a passing consideration for the
laureateship; and his reputation as a Christian
teacher was vast. This exalted one-time
popularity alone makes MacDonald a figure of
some significance in literary history; for it
should be emphasized, his was not merely the
vulgar vogue of the ordinary popular writer
who is successful in the marketplace but is
never taken seriously by qualified critics and
is forgotten with justice and mercy…In his
own time, MacDonald was esteemed by an
impressive roster of English and American
literary and religious leaders. He was among
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the closest friends of John Ruskin and Charles
Dodgson; and he moved as a peer in the
company of Alfred Tennyson, Charles
Kingsly, F.D. Maurice, R.W. Gilder, Harriet
Beecher Stowe, Oliver Wendell Holmes,
Samuel Clemens, and H.W. Longfellow. All
of the respected, praised, and encouraged him,
yet his reputation has nearly vanished while
theirs survives. One wonders why . . .”48
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George MacDonald on Psychology
Barbara Amell

In an 1870 article from Scribner’s Monthly we find
the following assessment of George MacDonald as a
novelist: “He is a far greater writer because a greater
thinker than Dickens.”1 This is a surprising statement: it
is Charles Dickens, not George MacDonald, whose
literature is required college reading today. How did the
Scribner’s author justify this claim? “He has no equal
as a writer of the highest sort of fiction: what we may
call the psychological novel.”2 This too is a surprising
statement, considering that Sigmund Freud, the socalled father of psychoanalysis, was sixteen at the time.
The assessment in Scribner’s of George
MacDonald as psychologist was far from an isolated
incident. In 1879 a critic for The Spectator described
MacDonald’s novel Sir Gibbie as follows: “Written, as
it has been, for a great and serious purpose—it is, in
fact, a social study of psychological evolution.”3 An
1897 review in The Bookman of his final novel Salted
with Fire stated, “Certain psychological processes are
laid open in which some of us will find it difficult to
believe. But with this difficulty on the part of his
readers Dr. MacDonald has always had to reckon.”4
Webster’s Dictionary dates the word ‘psychology,
the science of mind and behavior,’ at 1653. While
Freud is commonly regarded as the founder of many
theories that first established modern psychology as a
legitimate science, there are many who agree that
George MacDonald was ahead of his time in his own
analysis of human behavior. In The Gold Thread F. Hal
Broome refers to the common acknowledgment that
MacDonald had an “uncanny prescience of both
Freudian and Jungian theory.”5 But most people who
study MacDonald’s works will notice that he had his
own theories on the healing of the human mind and
heart, theories that for many transcend those of
established psychiatric schools.
Virtually every published book and recorded
presentation of George MacDonald’s contains
references to the mental suffering of humanity and
advice for its cure. But perhaps the following concept
recorded in his novel Weighed and Wanting best does
justice to the scope of MacDonald’s healing vision:
“The cry of the human heart, in all ages and in every
moment is, ‘Where is God and how shall I find Him?’”6
This one statement places MacDonald in a different
category than any school of psychoanalysis will
advocate. If MacDonald is right, then the commonly
unacknowledged scope of the problem prevents the
fully needed cure. It is God we want, God we need,
God whose very presence heals. “No human fault,”
MacDonald wrote, “the smallest, is overcome, save by

the bringing in of true, grand things”7; yet so many of
MacDonald’s generation had not been presented a God
who was grand or true. “The only Possibility of
believing in a God seems to me to lie in finding an idea
of a God large enough, grand enough, pure enough,
lovely enough to be fit to believe in.”8 Throughout his
literary and speaking careers MacDonald consistently
presented a God who is absolute goodness and love,
stating that, “at the long last, Love will cure
everything.”9 An 1872 Harper’s review of his earliest
book, Within and Without, praised MacDonald’s grasp
of this truth and his practice of it in dealing with human
suffering: “There are many . . . to whom his
interpretations of unuttered and unutterable thoughts,
are precious, and many more who need to be taught,
what he is teaching with wonderful power, that true
religious life is something deeper far than philosophy,
unmeasurable by science, indefinable by theology,
inexplicable to the reason, whose utmost powers are
inadequate to solve the problems of the heart.”10. The
concept that God cures our every weakness and need
brings MacDonald into immediate conflict with Freud,
who appears to have viewed belief in God as a childish
need for a father figure, something patients needed to
outgrow. MacDonald left us a ready answer for this
argument. In his book Ranald Bannerman’s Boyhood
he mentioned people who regard trust in God as “at best
a fantastic weakness, fit only for sickly people. But
watch how the strength of such people, their calmness
and common sense, fares when the grasp of suffering
lays hold upon them. . . . All the men I say who have
done the mightiest things, have not only believed that
there was this refuge in God, but have themselves more
or less entered into the secret place of the Most High.”11
MacDonald adds further insight into this topic in his
novel Paul Faber, Surgeon: “The poorest glimmer of
His loveliness gives a dawn to our belief in God; and a
small amount indeed of a genuine knowledge of Him
will serve to neutralize the most confident declaration
that science is against the idea of a God—an utterance
absolutely false.”12 For MacDonald it was not a sign of
weakness but of strength to acknowledge our need for
the Father who loves us, because this need is a fact, a
reality of our God-created nature.
There are of course many people who cannot bring
themselves to believe in a loving God because of the
cruelty and wickedness that flourish in this world.
MacDonald devoted entire novels primarily to
defending Christian belief in the face of suffering and
evil. Once confronted with the question, “How can I be
at rest when I see these fearful conditions of disease and
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sin like devils tearing my fellow creatures?”
MacDonald replied, “I would suggest the way in which
a mind might be at peace notwithstanding all these
terrible things: I think that looking out on all the horrors
of the world we might just remember that God is
there—that He is suffering in it and with it, and so if we
are suffering also with it we are suffering with God
Himself.”13 MacDonald thus believed in a God who
loves us so much that He feels our every pain. “It helps
me to think that things are not so horrible quite, as they
look from the outside, because God is in the midst of it
all—not sympathetically only, but actually.”14
George MacDonald’s biographer William Raeper
claimed MacDonald was aware of the human
unconscious, and anyone who studies MacDonald’s
1858 book Phantastes would find ample evidence that
this was the case. But in approaching the healing of the
unconscious, MacDonald differs from the average
psychologist in one very important element. In the 1906
article “A Neglected Novelist,” MacDonald’s friend
Louise Collier Willcox wrote, “His subject is a large
one—namely, the coming to consciousness, not of the
mind, but of the soul, of man. It is so large a subject
that it admits of calm and meditative treatment.”15
How did George MacDonald believe the human
soul comes to consciousness? In recorded sermon
MacDonald said that Christ, “in His own heart and soul
and mind, in all His consciousness, knew. . . . If there
come not into you a higher power of purity and
deliverance, a presence to your consciousness of the
living God, your whole nature is a something from
which you recoil, for it was never meant for you to live
in the consciousness of self, and no man can live in that,
but must go mad.”16 MacDonald here implies that
Christ had no unconscious, that a perfect being would
have no hidden corners of the mind, that our recoil from
our own impurity creates our unconscious, and that
honesty and purity helps unravel the unconscious. He
believed this kind of healing can only take place when
we find God, when we recognize God for what He truly
is. “To find himself in such conscious as well as vital
relation with the source of his being, . . . with a
Consciousness by and through which he is conscious,
would indeed be the end of all the man’s ills! nor can he
imagine any other, not to say better way, in which his
sorrows could be met, understood, and annihilated.”17
In a recorded account of a MacDonald lecture on
Tennyson, we find him advocating the development of
virtue as the cure for a problem that is very familiar to
psychologists today. “There are some people subject to
terrible depression. Every one knows something of it,
but some are most particularly afflicted with it. It is
very easy to put it all down to physical causes, the liver
or the nerves, and so on. But saving the presence of our
friend the Doctor I do not believe in that. If he could
make us really good, we should not need very many

medicines. . . . Of course medical remedies may aid.
But in the long run there is only one cure, and that is a
spiritual one. . . .
“Go and do God’s will, and you will know. That is
the remedy to the gloomy doubts and terrible
depression of this age. And remember what so many
forget, the Christian duty of joy. . . . You say: ‘It is not
in my power to rejoice now.’ Well, I deny it. You have
the power, if only you will exert the will.”18
Anyone familiar with MacDonald’s writings will
notice that he frequently stresses obedience, the need to
do what we believe God would have us do, as a cure for
pain, weakness and unbelief. In his sermon ‘The Cause
of Spiritual Stupidity,’ MacDonald shared his reasoning
for this concept: “Life, that is, action, is alone the
human condition into which the light of the Living can
penetrate.”19
In the same sermon MacDonald wrote that Christ
speaks not merely to a common level of understanding,
but “to the whole mode of thinking, to the thoughtmatrix, the inward condition.”20 It is obvious in many
instances that MacDonald was making an attempt to
communicate his concepts in a similar manner and on a
similar level, in an effort to follow the example of his
Master. This may help account for the fact that while
many admire MacDonald as a theologian, many others
reject him as incomprehensible or inconsequential: his
mode of expression was not an average one but a
spiritual one, as was the case with his psychology.
MacDonald wrote hundreds of poems, many of
which qualify as psychological studies in the same way
that his novels did. “Poetry,” he wrote in his essay on
‘The Imagination,’ “is the source of all the language
that belongs to the inner world, whether it be of passion
or of metaphysics, of psychology or of aspiration.”21
This same essay chronicles MacDonald’s belief in
the importance of cultivating a healthy imagination. “If
(the imagination) be to man what creation is to God,”
he wrote, “we must expect to find it operative in every
sphere of human activity. Such is, indeed, the fact, and
that to a far greater extent than is commonly supposed.
. . . That evil may spring from the imagination, as from
everything else but the perfect love of God, cannot be
denied. But infinitely worse evils would be the result of
its absence. . . . The antidote to indulgence is
development, not restraint. . . . A wise imagination,
which is the presence of the Spirit of God, is the best
guide that man or woman can have; for it is not the
things we see most clearly that influence us the most
powerfully. . . . It is the nature of the thing, not the
clearness of its outline, that determines its operation.”22
MacDonald illustrated his theories on the
importance of the imagination for healing through the
title character of his novel Adela Cathcart, a young
woman who suffers from a strange sickness. “I
suspect,” her doctor says, “the cause of her illness is
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rather a spiritual one. She has evidently a strong mental
constitution; and this strong frame, so to speak, has
been fed upon slops; and an atrophy is the
consequence.”23 Adela’s friends determine to form a
story-club to revive her interest in life by appealing to
her imagination. Dr. Nancy Mellon has written at length
on the structural value of the stories offered for Adela’s
mental cure and the medical purpose of the order in
which they are presented.
MacDonald may have owed his belief that spiritual
poverty causes physical and mental illness to his
exposure when young to Scotch Calvinism. In an essay
on MacDonald’s Scottish novels, Alexander Webster
wrote, “Robert Falconer, being witness, Calvinism
bewildered the Scottish people, arrested the
development of their genius, and coarsened and
hardened their life and character.”24 MacDonald’s
answer to Calvinism in Robert Falconer was the
presentation of God as altogether good. “When souls
like Robert’s have been ill-taught about God, the true
God will not let him gaze too long upon the Moloch
which men have set up to represent Him. He will turn
away their minds from that which men call Him, and fill
them with some of His own lovely thoughts or works,
such as may by degrees prepare the way for the vision
of the Father.”25
This belief that God is in such close contact with
the human mind was discussed in a fascinating
introduction to MacDonald’s fantasy Lilith, written by
his son Greville. He claimed his father would have
asserted that, “Granted the sub-conscious inheritance
does explain our tendencies to wrong-doing, the supraconscious is more significant. These supra-conscious
instincts are as real as any we possess, and are
responsible for all that is noble in man. They must be
grounded in this truth: that in God we hold our being.”26
Contact with God in the supra-conscious would
surely require cultivating the art of listening.
MacDonald made frequent mention of the importance
of silent contemplation when seeking God and seeking
emotional healing. “When we cease listening to the
cries of self-seeking and self-care, then the voice that
was there all the time enters into our ears. It is the voice
of the Father speaking to His child, never known for
what it is until the child begins to obey it.”27
MacDonald often wrote about the healing of pain
from wrongs we have had done to us. “Just because you
are eternal,” he wrote in his novel Castle Warlock,
“your trouble cannot be. You may cling to it, and brood
over it, but you cannot keep it from either blossoming
into a bliss, or crumbling to dust. Be such while it lasts,
that, when it passes, it shall leave you loving more, not
less.”28 In the same novel, a saintly man prays,
“Nothing can hurt me, because nothing can hurt
Thee.”28
In a recorded sermon on hope, MacDonald linked

the sacred use of the imagination to contact with God
when seeking healing for wrongs committed against us.
“When you fear, you do not trust or love. Hope in God,
who is not the God of the perfect only, but of the
becoming. . . . Do not be afraid of letting your
imagination work. Invent as glorious an outcome of all
the troubles of your life as you can possibly think of:
‘for as the Heaven is high above the Earth,’ so it is
above the most exalted imaginations.”29
“At the root of all human bliss,” MacDonald wrote,
“lies repentance.”30 It was vital to MacDonald’s healing
vision that we seek God’s forgiveness, whether for
wrongs we have done, or for our inability to forgive
those who have wronged us. The title character in
MacDonald’s novel The Vicar’s Daughter says she
cannot forgive herself for her bad deeds. A friend
replies, “If you think how the world is flooded with
forgiveness, you will dip in your cup and take what you
want.”31
MacDonald saw God’s mercy as revealed in Christ.
“Call to mind how Jesus used to forgive men’s sins,
thus lifting from their hearts the crushing load that
paralyzed all their efforts. Recall the tenderness with
which He received those from whom the religious of
His day turned aside.”32
Perhaps everyone has had something happen to
them that they feel is unforgivable, irreparable, wrong
even for God to forgive. Addressing this painful issue,
MacDonald wrote, “The very impossibility you see in
the thing points to the region wherein God works. . . .
How could He say that He took our sins upon Him if He
could not make amends for them to those they had
hurt?”33
Considering the scope and value of MacDonald’s
concepts on mental healing, the question naturally
arises as to why his theories are not more widely
known. A possible explanation for this ignorance was
offered in an 1898 article on MacDonald from The
Scots Magazine: “In his books it is indeed true, if true
of any, that the eye sees only in so far as it brings the
power of seeing. Where one man reads an ordinary
novel, another beholds a new revelation of life. We can
never fully appreciate his books if we only believe in
what we see.”34
Notes
1

“Prose Fiction,” Scribner’s Monthly, 1870, p. 112.
Ibid.
3
“Fiction,’ The Spectator, 1879, p. 1415.
4
August Max, “George MacDonald’s New Novel,”
The Bookman, October 1897, p. 161.
5
Broome, F. Hal, The Gold Thread, William Raeper,
ed., p. 87.
6
MacDonald, George, Weighed and Wanting, Sunday
Magazine, 1881, p. 291.
2

4

George MacDonald on Psychology ● Barbara Amell
7

MacDonald, George, Guild Court, 1868, p. 199.
MacDonald, George, Thomas Wingfold, 1876, p.
369.
9
MacDonald, George, The Seaboard Parish, 1879
edition, p. 579.
10
Harper’s Magazine, June 1872, pp. 138-9.
11
MacDonald, George, Ranald Bannerman’s
Boyhood, 1871, p. 299.
12
MacDonald, George, Paul Faber, Surgeon, 1879,
p. 184.
13
MacDonald, George, recorded sermon on faith,
Notes from Broadlands Conferences, 1887.
14
Ibid.
15
Willcox, Louise Collier, “A Neglected Novelist,”
North American Review, Sept. 1906.
16
MacDonald, George, “Know God,” George
MacDonald in the Pulpit, J. Joseph Flynn, ed.,
1996, pp. 162, 164.
17
MacDonald, Orts, p. 69.
18
“Letters to the Editor,” The Spectator, 1905, pp.
525-6.
19
MacDonald, George, Unspoken Sermons II, 1885,
p. 41.
20
Ibid., p. 42.
21
MacDonald, Orts, p. 9.
22
Ibid., pp. 7, 26-28.
23
MacDonald, George, Adela Cathcart, 1864, p. 52.
24
Webster, Alexander, Theology in Scotland, 1915,
p. 84.
25
MacDonald, George, Robert Falconer, 1868, p.
181.
26
MacDonald, Greville, Introduction to Lilith,
George MacDonald, 1924, pp. xvii-xviii.
27
MacDonald, George, Castle Warlock, 1882, p. 596.
28
Ibid., p. 555.
29
MacDonald, Notes on Broadlands Conferences.
30
MacDonald, George, Thomas Wingfold, 1876, p.
341.
31
MacDonald, George, The Vicar’s Daughter, 1872,
p. 155.
32
MacDonald, Thomas Wingfold, p. 231.
33
Ibid., p. 308.
34
Paterson, Alec, “Dr. George MacDonald’s Novels,”
Scot’s Magazine, May 1898, p. 470.
8

Harper’s Magazine, 1872.
Ranald Bannerman’s Boyhood, George MacDonald,
1871.
Paul Faber, Surgeon, George MacDonald, 1879.
Recorded sermons, Broadlands Conferences notes,
George MacDonald, 1887.
North American Review, 1906.
George MacDonald in the Pulpit, J. J. Flynn ed., 1996.
A Dish of Orts, George MacDonald, 1893.
Unspoken Sermons II, George MacDonald, 1885.
Adela Cathcart, 1864.
Theology in Scotland, Alexander Webster, 1915.
Robert Falconer, 1868.
Introduction to Lilith, Greville MacDonald, 1924.
Castle Warlock, George MacDonald, 1882.
The Vicar’s Daughter, George MacDonald, 1872.
Scot’s Magazine, 1898.

Works Cited
Scribner’s Monthly, 1870.
The Spectator, 1879, 1905.
The Gold Thread, William Raeper, ed.
The Bookman, 1891.
Weighed and Wanting, George MacDonald, 1881.
Guild Court, George MacDonald, 1868.
Thomas Wingfold, George MacDonald, 1876.
The Seaboard Parish, George MacDonald, 1879.

5

MacDonald, the Revelation of God, and Literature
Darren Hotmire

Recently I referred to William Raeper’s biography
of George MacDonald and found something I thought
intensely interesting. Raeper spoke of MacDonald’s
perspective of how God reveals Himself to humanity.
The first reason this interested me was that as a sometime student of theology and devotional materials, the
Revelation of God fascinates me. Above all other
theological inquiries it seems to focus on what is
essential to the life of a Christian who really wants to
grow in their relationship with God. It asks the
question, “How does God speak?”
A second reason Raeper’s statement especially
intrigued me was that he listed works of literature as
one of the ways MacDonald perceived God as revealing
Himself. While I at times study works of theology, I
cannot sleep without reading a few pages from some
work of literature. This is really how my interest in
George MacDonald started. MacDonald, more than any
writer, can pack theological or devotional thoughts into
his writing of fiction.
Though many are critical of the writings of this
Victorian author (even at least one of the esteemed
speakers at this colloquium), I believe MacDonald’s
thoughts as developed throughout his literary works are
well worth investigating. The most powerful reason for
this is the depth of insight readily found in them, which
has profoundly influenced other respected Christian
authors. C.S. Lewis, undoubtedly the most influential
Christian writer of the twentieth century, acknowledged
him as his mentor and often spoke words of highest
praise of his work. G.K. Chesterton wrote that one book
of MacDonald had completely changed his way of
looking at life. J.R.R. Tolkien, Madeleine L’Engle,
Dorothy Sayers and others also admit to admiring and
benefiting from his writings.
If only for this reason it is worthwhile to
investigate MacDonald’s thoughts on this matter.
Accordingly, I will seek to briefly examine, here, what
this respected author says regarding the revelation of
God and how He speaks through works of literature.

The Revelation of God
Types of Revelation
Traditionally, systematic theologians refer to God’s
self-revelation in a general and specific sense. General
revelation is given to all men through works of nature
and other acts of God; the Holy Scriptures provides a
more specific utterance from God to humanity.
MacDonald, however, consistently avoids any reference
to traditional theology. The frameworks achieved by
man’s interpretations of scripture, he believed, are
flawed, and do much more harm than good. This is not
to say that MacDonald avoided discussion of systematic
theological issues. For instance, he asserts that there are
differing levels of revelation. He states that God reveals
himself more through some means than through others.
In Robert Falconer, a semi-autobiographical
Victorian novel, MacDonald the narrator writes a
passage that in many ways summarizes his perspective
on revelation.
Whatever it be that keeps the finer faculties of
the mind awake, wonder alive, and the interest
above
mere
eating
and
drinking,
moneymaking and money-saving; whatever it
be that gives gladness, or sorrow, or hope—
this, be it violin, pencil, pen, or, highest of all,
the love of woman, is simply a divine gift of
holy influence for the salvation of that being
to whom it comes, for the lifting of him out of
the mire and up on the rock. For it keeps a
way open for the entrance of deeper, holier,
grander influences, emanating from the same
riches of the Godhead.1
In other works MacDonald further develops this
thought. The deepest form of revelation, he writes, is
Christ, Himself. “There is more hid in Christ than we
shall ever learn . . .” writes MacDonald in Unspoken
Sermons.2 Other “deeper” sources of revelation are the
Holy Spirit and the Holy Scriptures. But, MacDonald
cautions that it is not the Bible as a book that one is to
look for revelation, it is from the person of Christ who
this book shows us. His Spirit speaks to the reader of
the book as they read it, revealing the person of Christ.
In Paul Faber, he writes:
“. . . no man can, with thorough honesty, take
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the name of a Christian, whose ideas of the
Father of men are gathered from any other
field than the life, thought, words, deeds, of
the only son of that Father . . . it is not from
the Bible as a book that we are to draw our
ideas about God, but from the living Man into
whose presence that book brings us, Who is
alive now, and gives His spirit that they who
read about Him may understand what kind of
being He is, and why He did as He did, and
know Him, in some possible measure, as He
knows Himself.”3
“Secondary” instances of divine revelation in
MacDonald’s thought are many. He mentions music,
writing, and the influence of love to a woman. In other
works he refers also to nature, animals, the child,
obedience to ones duty, and the reading of works of
literature.
Characteristics of Revelation
MacDonald mentions several characteristics that
apply to all these forms of God’s revelation throughout
his works. For instance, he asserts that this work of God
has a strong impact on those who come under its
influence. As seen in the previous quote, one is
influenced towards salvation by it. Salvation, according
to MacDonald, was more than praying a “sinners
prayer.” It involved a process of “becoming.” A person
who is experiencing salvation is becoming better than
he was previously. Thus one reads in The Princess and
Curdie, that Curdie is given the ability to feel by touch
who is either growing better, or who is becoming more
childlike.
Not only does it cause those who receive it to
become better, it is also something that is always
happening. He asserts that God is constantly bridging
the gap that divides Him from humanity, revealing
Himself to them.4
One should note, also, that revelation depends on
God’s initiative. God is the one who bridges the gap.
This is not to say that the individual does not have an
important role in this. One must be childlike, obedient,
and have one’s “spiritual eyes” open in order to be in a
position to perceive it.5
It is also something that can not be experienced
perfectly. Since the fall, all relationships in this life are
imperfect. One can and must, however, experience God
in a sense that is more complete than any other human
relationship.6
Revelation in Literature
Each of these characteristics applies to every
means of revelation in which MacDonald believed. To

experience revelation through literature, then, one must
put oneself in the right position. One must be childlike,
striving to be obedient, and have one’s spiritual eyes
open, in order for perceive God’s initiative in revealing
himself. One should also proceed with caution,
realizing that though God’s delivery is perfect, one’s
perception of that event is not.
In reading MacDonald’s works of fiction one often
sees examples of this facet of revelation. Many of his
Victorian novels describe the process of a characters
“becoming.” These characters interaction with works of
literature often plays an important role in this process.
In Sir Gibbie, one finds the two main characters, Sir
Gibbie and Donal Grant, through reading literature.
Donal reads to Gibbie, initially, because Gibbie is mute
and had not been taught to read. Gibbie’s childlike,
duty driven nature quickly soaks up spiritual truths from
Sir Walter Scott, Burns, Bacon, and Milton. Donal, in
his turn, grows more rapidly because he sees this
process occurring in Gibbie. As they grow, they
continue to read and share with each other what they
read and how it impacts them.
And, in Robert Falconer, a semi-autobiographical
novel, Robert learns to question and outgrow his
grandmother’s strict Calvinism by reading books. Ian
and Alister build a room in a cave to read and talk over
things they learn from works of literature in What’s
Mines Mine. In this as in many instances, one of the
characters is in the position to help lead the other
person in the process of becoming. One key element to
this process is reading and discussing works of
literature that are conducive to God’s use as revelation.
Literature Conducive to Revelation
MacDonald writes of God revealing himself
through such a wide variety of authors in his novels,
that it might seem a daunting enterprise to examine
what types of literature he considered as likely for God
to speak through. Two of his works, however, help in
defining the sorts of things that spoke to him on a
personal level: England’s Antiphon and Rampoli.
England’s Antiphon seeks to survey England’s religious
poetry, primarily with the goal of introducing the
writers of this poetry to his readers.7 Rampoli,
MacDonald’s last published work, strives to translate
some of the wealth (poetry) of other tongues to the
English reader.8 In both of these MacDonald relates to
the reader what he perceives to be relatively unknown
inspired writings. By focusing on a few of these works
and MacDonald’s thoughts regarding them, one can
have an intimate look into what MacDonald likely
considered God’s revelation working in literature.
Novalis
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MacDonald begins Rampoli by translating poetry
of the German Romanic author Friedrich Von
Hardenberg, known as Novalis. This was not his first
translation of Novalis. In fact MacDonald’s first
published work was a translation of Spiritual Songs by
Novalis. He published them again in the 1860’s For the
Scribner’s Monthly Magazine. Obviously, MacDonald
considered these valuable works, and it is likely felt
some influence from them. A brief survey of a couple of
these poems might suffice to see what about them
appealed to MacDonald.
The first of these poems as found in the Scribner’s
Monthly is simply entitled A Spiritual Song.
If I him but have,
If he be but mine,
If my heart, hence to the grave,
Ne'er forgets his love divine—
Know I naught of sadness,
Feel I naught but worship, love, and gladness.
If I him but have,
Willing I depart;
Follow, with my pilgrim staff—
Follow him with honest heart,
Leave them, nothing saying,
On broad, bright, and crowded highways straying.
If I him but have,
Glad asleep I sink;
Of his heart the gift he gave
Shall to mine be meat and drink;
Till, with sweet compelling,
All is leavened by its soft indwelling.
If I him but have,
Mine the world I hail;
Like a cherub, happy, grave,
Holding back the virgin's veil;
While the vision thralls me,
Earth no more with earthliness appalls me.
Where I have but him,
Is my fatherland;
Every gift to me doth come
As a heritage in hand;
Brothers long deplored
I in his disciples find restored.9
It is easily apparent that this is an intensely
devotional work. It focuses on the nature of God and
how this should color ones own perspective. Novalis
writes if he truly has God as a part of his life, life is no
longer a struggle; no longer is the earth appalling; no
longer is there sadness; no longer are brothers deplored.
Instead, God’s intimate presence influences his
perspective. Without this presence, one views life as

though looking through a veil; with this presence, the
veil is lifted and the vision is enthralling. Life is
revealed to be full of worship, love, gladness, and
happiness.
MacDonald considered this sentiment to be a
revelation from God, it stands to reason he would
appropriate this thought in his own writings. Indeed, it
does not take long to find this thought paralleled in
MacDonald’s own writings.
. . . To know God is to be in the secret place of
all knowledge; and to trust Him changes the
atmosphere surrounding mystery and seeming
contradiction, from one of pain and fear to one
of hope.10
Thus writes MacDonald in Paul Faber. He goes on to
compare the process of coming to know God as a
spiritual awakening—where one awakes to find that all
he has previously perceived was as a dream. Reality, in
fact, is one embodied in a lovely truth which inspires
hope.11
Novalis’ Song VI carries this theme along from life
to death. Not only does God’s presence imbue life with
endless worth, death is also profoundly effected.
Now to the newborn sense appears
The world a fatherland;
A new life men receives with tears
Of rapture from his hand,
Deep into soundless gulfs of sea
Death's horror sinks away
And every man with holy glee
Can face his coming, day.
The darksome road that he hath gone
Leads out on heavens floor;
Who heeds the counsel of the Son,
He finds the Father's door.
Weeping no longer shall endure
For them that close their eyes;
For, soon or late, a meeting sure
Shall make the loss a prize.12
As in the previous selection from Novalis, the
message here is one of hope. When one truly
appropriates a relationship with Christ, no struggle is in
vein. Christ’s Easter inspires hope in the face of
death—a theme also common in the writings of
MacDonald.
Goethe
MacDonald was fond of the writings of Goethe as
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well. He translates a few of his poems in Rampoli,
including one describing a facet of poetry.
“Poetry”
Poems are painted window-panes:
Look from the square into the church—
Gloom and dusk are all your gains—
Sir Philistine is left in the lurch:
Outside he stands—spies nothing or use of it,
And nought is left him save the abuse of it.
But you, I pray you, just step in:
Make in the chapel your obeisance:
All at once ‘tis a radiant pleasaunce:
Device and story flash to presence:
A gracious splendour works to win.
This to God’s children is full measure:
It edifies and gives them pleasure.13
Goethe poignantly compares poetry to religious
experience. One with open spiritual eyes may see
glorious things where the outsider sees nothing. This,
once again, reflects MacDonald’s understanding that
God can be more clearly seen by those who are
awakened. Something of this nature is found in
MacDonald’s The Princess and the Goblin. When
Curdie first sees the supernatural grandmother, he
cannot see her or her dwelling place. It is not until he
begins to obey her commands without seeing that he
develops the eyes to see.
Coincidentally, this might be said to reflect the
nature of MacDonald’s writings as well. There are
some, as mentioned previously, who do not understand
what others see in his work. They stand outside and can
do nothing but “abuse” them. But, there are those to
whom the mixture of imagination/story and edification
as found in MacDonald’s writings is an extremely
pleasant one. To these Goethe and MacDonald send out
the invitation to “step in” the chapel.
John Milton
MacDonald may be said to refer to Milton as much
or more than any other author. In England’s Antiphone
he compares his writing to the swordplay of an
experienced knight who flashes his “huge but keencutting blade in lightnings about his head.”14 He quotes
the poem, written by Milton in response to his
blindness:
“. . . God doth not need
Either man’s work or his own gifts: who best
Bear his mild yoke, they serve him best: his
state
Is kingly: thousands at his bidding speed,
And post o’er land and ocean without rest:

They also serve who only stand and wait.”15
This, it may be mentioned, is a needed response to
the popular thought today that we should give God what
he needs of ourselves or our praise. God is allsufficient, and “needs” nothing from his creation to be
complete.
Wordsworth and Coleridge
MacDonald describes what he calls a “Christian
Pantheism” in What’s Mines Mine. Every scene can
have an individual speech to the soul; it embodies
eternal truths; God reveals himself through it even to
the unbeliever.16 His thoughts are similar to those found
in Wordsworth and Coleridge. God is in nature, and He
can be seen and learned of in it.
Wordsworth, who MacDonald refers to as the high
Priest of Nature, writes the following after a period of
disillusionment in his life,
Dread Power Whom peace and calmness serve
No less than nature’s threatening voice,
If aught unworthy be m choice,
From THEE if I would swerve;
Oh, let thy grace remind me of the light
Full early lost, and fruitlessly deplored;
Which at this moment, on my waking sight
Appears to shine, by miracle restored:
My soul, though yet confined to earth,
Rejoices in a second birth
—‘Tis past; the visionary splendour fades;
And night approaches with her shades.17

His respect of Wordsworth was overshadowed by
that of Coleridge. In fact, he asserts that the grandest
hymn of praise from man is found in the Hymn of
Mount Blanc.
“Before sunrise, in the vale of Chamouni”
Ye ice-falls; Ye that from the mountain’s brow
Adown enormous ravines slope amain—
Torrents, methinks, that heard a mighty voice,
And stopped at once amid their maddest
plunge—
Motionless torrents—Silent cataracts—
Who made you glorious as the gates of heaven
Beneath the keen full moon? Who bade the
sun
Clothe you with rainbows? Who with living
flowers
Of loveliest blue, spread garlands at your
feet?—
God. Let the torrents, like a shout of nations,
Answer. And let the ice-plains echo, God.
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God. Sing, ye meadow-streams, with your soft
and soul-like sounds.
And they too have a voice, yon piles of snow,
And in their perilous fall shall thunder, God.18
Final Comments and Applications
When one reads the works of MacDonald, it
becomes apparent that he believed God does indeed
reveal Himself through works of literature. MacDonald
sought to share what he believed were revelations from
God in his own writings, and in England’s Antiphone
and Rampoli.
MacDonald once admitted he admired one author
because he was a master at seeking and finding God
everywhere. This, I believe summarizes MacDonald’s
own perspective of revelation. God is everywhere; It is
only logical that He can be seen in all settings. If one
agrees with his perspective, the implications are vital to
one’s way of looking at the Christian life. One must not
limit oneself to only reading the Scriptures or
devotional works. To do so will be to shut ones ears to
a myriad of means in which God is speaking. One must
have ones spiritual eyes open, and be strive to be
receptive to the revelation God has given through many
classic works of literature, as well as through nature and
other creative endeavors. It is certainly the best reason
one can have to read the sorts of authors mentioned
here, C.S. Lewis and friends—including and perhaps
especially, George MacDonald, himself.
MacDonald challenges the reader to “seek Him
where he can be found.” The lesson is as relevant today
as it was when he first preached it. God is everywhere
seeking to speak to us. We need to put ourselves into
position to hear what he wants to say to us, by seeking
Christ in the scriptures, by being obedient and childlike,
and by reading great works of literature.
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The Hero’s Journey of Eustace on the Voyage of Becoming:
What Kind of Animal Do You Want to Be?
Elizabeth W. McLaughlin

While all the popular fourth grade girls went off to
compare nail polish colors during recess, my friends
and I would run behind the little hill on the play ground
of Burns Park Elementary School, in Ann Arbor,
Michigan, to play “Animals.” For thirty precious
minutes, I became “Wickie Spruceneedle,” a very
friendly girl squirrel who spent a lot of time gathering
nuts for winter and warning her friends not to get eaten.
I knew then what kind of animal I wanted to become.
In many of his popular works, C.S. Lewis wrote on
the theme of how the Christian life is like a journey of
becoming the creature we desire as determined by the
small, daily choices we make. This theme is well
expressed in the hero’s journey of Eustace Clarence
Scrubb in the Narnian book Voyage of the “Dawn
Treader” as he encounters his true dragon-like nature
and the surrender to grace that is necessary for
conversion. In Lewis’s view each decision a person
makes to feed his or her ego is a step towards becoming
more animal-like while every positive choice makes
that person more heaven-like. In the end, the journey of
becoming in the Christian life is where each of us
surrenders to Christ and allows Him to remake us as the
sons and daughters of God. This idea is expressed in the
Mere Christianity chapter “Christian Behavior” as
Lewis explains:
[E]very time you make a choice you are
turning the central part of you, the part of you
that chooses, into something a little different
from what it was before. And taking your life
as a whole, with all your innumerable choices,
all your life long you are slowly turning this
central thing either into a heavenly creature or
into a hellish creature: either into a creature
that is in harmony with God, and with other
creatures, and with itself, or else into one that
is in a state of war and hatred with God, and
with its fellow creatures, and with itself. To be
one kind of creature is heaven: that is, it is joy
and peace and knowledge and power. To be
the other means madness, horror, idiocy, rage,
impotence and eternal loneliness. Each of us at
each moment is progressing to the one state or
the other. (86-87)
In “Nice People or New Men?” Lewis says that
our free will “. . . is trembling inside . . . like a compass.
It can point to true North; but it need not. Will the

needle swing around, and settle, and point to God?”
(179). He also says that we each take a “share” in our
own creation as we see our abilities as gifts from God to
be offered back to God. “The only things we can keep
are the things we freely give to God. What we try to
keep for ourselves is what we are sure to lose” (180). In
an interview with H. W. Bowen, appearing in God in
the Dock as “Answers to Questions on Christianity,”
Lewis answers the question on what it means to be a
practicing Christian:
It means that every single act and feeling,
every experience, whether pleasant or
unpleasant, must be referred to God. It means
looking at everything as something that comes
from Him, and always looking to Him and
asking His will first and saying ‘How would
He wish me to deal with this?’(50)
Lewis’s discourse on the importance of individual
choice resonates with the journey archetype and the
classic medieval three-fold path of Purgation,
Illumination and Union. In his article on “Stephen
Crisp’s Short History as Spiritual Journey,”
communication scholar Michael P. Graves aptly
summarizes the importance of the journey metaphor in
religious discourse:
One of the most pervasive symbols in
religious literature, and perhaps the key
central symbol in Christian mystical literature,
the journey symbol has the ability to compress
and express many levels of meaning. (5-6)
This essay traces the spiritual journey of Eustace
Clarence Scrubb, a central character in The Voyage of
the “Dawn Treader” as he passes through the stages of
spiritual awareness: Purgation, Illumination and Union
(Graves 6). Eustace as the reluctant pilgrim, journeys to
Dragon Island to face the dragon he has become
through the choices he has made. He finds his way back
only through the Christian cycle of death, repentance,
surrender and resurrection to and through the love of
Aslan and his fellowship—Communitas—of traveling
companions 1. With Eustace, C.S. Lewis gives his
readers a fully developed example of the Christian in
the process of becoming.
Christopher Vogler, in his book The Writer’s
Journey: Mythic Structure for Writers offers a useful
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narrative structure for tracing the physical journey of
the hero. Eustace travels full circle on his physical
journey and experiences spiritual transformation as
well.
The journey starts in the Ordinary World as the
hero is established in his home environment (Vogler
15). The opening line of C.S. Lewis’s Voyage of the
“Dawn Treader” instantly establishes the reluctant
pilgrim Eustace in his Ordinary World. “There was a
boy called Eustace Clarence Scrubb, and he almost
deserved it” (1). As we enter the world of Eustace, we
find it disordered. His parents were the sort disliked by
C.S. Lewis— vegetarian, “up to date and advanced,”
people who did not smoke or drink and wore funny
underwear (1). In turn, their son called them by their
first names, and had no friends (1). The Ordinary World
of Eustace is that of a selfish, lonely, strange little boy.
Eustace is not only estranged from other people, but
also from the created world. He “. . . liked animals,
especially beetles, if they were dead and pinned on a
card” (1).
His estrangement and friendlessness continue as
Eustace shows his delight in teasing his cousins
Edmund and Lucy who are visiting for the summer.
Lewis characterizes him as one “. . . who liked bossing
and bullying . . . though he was a puny little person . . .
” (2). The choices Eustace makes with his cousins is
evidence of the smallness of the boy’s inner world. It is
this combative, peevish nature that catapults the
children into Narnia.
The next stages on the journey are the Call to
Adventure and The Refusal of the Call, which begins
Eustace’s the process of Purgation (Vogler 17). As the
Voyage of the “Dawn Treader” continues, Eustace is a
reluctant pilgrim who is drawn into a painting of the
moving ship that he himself tries to destroy (7). Even as
the children are drawn into the picture of the dragonprowed ship, 2 Eustace clings to Lucy and begins to pull
her down before they are taken aboard (8). The soggy
and crying Eustace then meets Prince Caspian and
Reepicheep, the heroic mouse who becomes his
companion and mentor. Prince Caspian establishes the
quest of the voyage to seek the Narnian nobles who left
during the reign of the evil King Miraz (15-16).
Reepicheep has another quest to fulfill as he travels to
the Utter East in search of Aslan’s Country. Lewis may
have employed the voyage of the Dawn Treader on the
sea towards the Utter East as a journey metaphor for
our journey of life towards heaven. 3
Lewis unfolds the Purgation of Eustace in the
dialogic encounters between the selfish, bratty Eustace
and his traveling companions—and even enemies.
Eustace is repeatedly tested and found wanting in his
new surroundings. In the first test, he responds with
complaining and blame after being offered dry clothes
and Lucy’s healing balm. He continually complains

about The Dawn Treader and boasts about the ships
back in England. Lewis says, “Eustace of course would
be pleased with nothing . . . ” (23). As companions for
the journey, Lewis contrasts Eustace with the characters
of Lucy and Reepicheep, who both serve as mentors to
the boy. In the encounter where Eustace swings the
noble mouse by the tail and then is met with the
challenge of the duel, Lewis shows that outer form does
not necessarily show the inner character (26-28). It is
the action that determines the character.
Concerning the process of becoming, Lewis says in
the Mere Christianity essay “Let’s Pretend” that “the
invisible Christ” sometimes works through other people
to influence our choices:
The real Son of God is at your side. He is
beginning to turn you into the same kind of
thing as Himself. [ . . . .] Some of you may
feel that this is very unlike your own
experience. You may say “I’ve never had the
sense of being helped by the invisible Christ,
but I often have been helped by other human
beings.” [ . . . . ] If there were no help from
Christ, there would be no help other human
beings. [ . . . . ] But above all, He works on us
through each other. Men are mirrors, or
‘carriers of Christ’ to other men. (162-163)
For Eustace, this person is Lucy. Throughout the
Voyage of the “Dawn Treader” she responds to Eustace
with patience, compassion and acts of self giving. After
the altercation with Reepicheep, Lucy bandages
Eustace’s wounds (28). Later, when the rest of the crew
is on short water rations, Lucy offers Eustace some of
hers (60).
Eustace accepts the gifts offered to him, but rejects
and questions the motivations of each giver. When
Prince Caspian frees him from the slave traders on the
Lone Islands, Eustace accuses the Prince of having a
good time while he himself is a prisoner (51). Even
Pug, the slave trader, is ready to give back the boy and
nicknamed him “Sulky” for his rotten attitude. “Threw
him in free with other lots and still no one would have
him” (51).
As Uncle Screwtape advises his young apprentice
Wormwood to keep his subject making small choices
towards evil, so does Eustace follow in the direction of
via negativa, “the almost constant regression and denial
of the spiritual” (Graves 7). In The Screwtape Letters,
the wiser demon notes:
[H]e must be made to imagine that all the
choices which have effected this change of
course are trivial and revocable. He must not
be allowed to suspect that he is now, however
slowly, heading right away from the sun on a
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line which will carry him into the cold and
dark of utmost space. (57)
As chronicled in Eustace’s diary aboard the Dawn
Treader, these choices toward evil include sloth (58),
hubris “I had been kidnapped and brought away on this
idiotic voyage without my consent and it was hardly my
business to get them out of their scrape” (60) and finally
attempted theft of the precious water (61).
Eustace must now face the monster he had become.
Lewis may have been inspired by George MacDonald
in the development of Eustace becoming a dragon. In
MacDonald’s fairy tale The Princess and Curdie, the
young miner boy is given the ability to see into the
character of a person by shaking his or her hand. Curdie
wishes to use this ability to warn others, but is told by
the Princess, “To such a person there is in general no
insult like the truth. He cannot endure it, not because he
is growing a beast, but because he is ceasing to be a
man” (MacDonald, Chapter 8). With this perspective,
each person becomes the creature that he or she has
chosen to become. Eustace enters the spiritual process
of Illumination and must face the truth that he has
ceased to be a little boy and has become a dragon.
As the Dawn Treader lands on an unknown island
for repairs following a raging storm, Eustace rests under
a tree while the others are working (Dawn Treader 64).
He decides to sneak away from the activity to sleep, but
does not want to be left behind. Lewis says “[H]is new
life, little as he suspected it, had already done him some
good” as Eustace exits the woods and begins to climb
the hill (65). Eustace has begun to enter Illumination as
he begins “almost for the first time in his life, to feel
lonely” (65). This desire for the companionship of his
comrades is the dawn of understanding. Eustace panics
and gets lost in the fog. “He was in an utterly unknown
valley and the sea was nowhere in sight” (66). The boy
is facing new territory without the security of his own
self-centered world.
Eustace’s concerns turn to survival and he finds a
pool to drink from. He then witnesses the final draught
and death of an old dragon crawling out of his lair (6869). Even in his fear, he empathized with the ancient
beast showing that his heart was awakening to another
outside himself (69). He soon crawls into the dragon’s
cave and finds treasure. Responding with greed, he
fantasizes about how he will benefit from the treasure
and slips a gem-encrusted bracelet on his arm and falls
asleep (71-72).
As Eustace awakens, his Illumination continues.
His arm hurts and he sees that there is a dragon beside
him. Then he realizes the truth: “Sleeping on a dragon’s
hoard with greedy, dragonish thoughts in his heart, he
had become a dragon himself” (75). This revelation
brings relief and the longing for community.

He realized that he was a monster cut off from
the whole human race. An appalling loneliness
came over him. He began to see the others had
not really been fiends at all. He began to
wonder if he himself had been such a nice
person as he had always supposed. He longed
for their voices. He even would have been
grateful for a kind word from Reepicheep.
(76)
From this epiphany, Eustace begins the process of
becoming a boy again through death and repentance
evidenced by his changing behavior. He cries tears of
repentance (76, 79) and attempts to communicate with
the others. Lucy responds (79) and the company finally
deduces that the dragon is the absent Eustace (82). The
dragon-boy tries vainly to communicate, and it is “. . .
clear to everyone that Eustace’s character had been
rather improved by becoming a dragon. He was anxious
to help” (83). He supplies his comrades with food, a
tree for a new ship’s mast, and experiences for the first
time in his life the new “pleasure . . . of being liked and
. . . of liking other people” (84). Reepicheep, formerly
perceived as his chief enemy, became his chief
comforter during this time (85). Purgation is completed
with Eustace’s death to self and repentance;
Illumination and Union continue the process as Aslan
enters the picture.
Illumination and Union for Eustace come through
surrender and resurrection in the love of Aslan, the
Christ figure. Here Lewis demonstrates clearly how the
process of becoming includes the interplay of individual
choice and the surrender to grace. As Eustace recounts
his transformation to Edmund, he is told by the Lion to
follow him up to the top of a mountain where there was
a well in the middle of a moon-lit garden (88) 4. The
Lion told the dragon he must undress before seeking
relief in the pool for his sore leg.
Eustace obeys and strips off his skin, by scratching
it off. “It was a lovely feeling” (89). He does this three
times as several layers of scales and skin come off. But
it was no good.
Then the Lion said . . . You will have to let me
undress you. I was afraid of his claws, I can
tell you, but I was pretty nearly desperate now.
So I just lay flat on my back and let him do it.
The very first tear he made was so deep that I
thought it had gone right into my heart . . . it
hurt worse than anything I’ve ever felt. (90)
Lewis describes this same process of animal-like
undressing that is a metaphor for Christian submission
in the God in the Dock essay “Man or Rabbit?” The
essay addresses whether it is possible to live a moral
life without being a Christian. The professor’s response
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about our transformation from rabbit to man is:
It may be possible for each to think too much
of his own potential glory hereafter; it is
hardly possible for him to think too often or
too deeply about that of his neighbor [ . . . .] It
is a serious thing to live in a society of
possible gods and goddesses, to remember that
the dullest and most uninteresting person you
can talk to may one day be a creature which
. . . you would be strongly tempted to worship,
or else a horror . . . such as you meet in a
nightmare. All day long we are, in some
degree, helping each other to one or other of
these destinations [ . . . .] There are no
ordinary people. [ . . . . ] Next to the Blessed
Sacrament itself, your neighbor is the holiest
object presented to your senses. (18-19)

All the rabbit in us is to disappear–the
worried, conscientious, ethical rabbit as well
as the cowardly and sensual rabbit. We shall
bleed and squeal as the handfuls of fur come
out; and them surprisingly, we shall find
underneath it all a thing we have never yet
imagined: a real Man, an ageless god, a son of
God, strong, radiant, wise, beautiful and
drenched in joy. (112)
Aslan then throws Eustace into the waters of baptism
and he emerges a boy again! The lion dresses Eustace
in new clothes before he is returned to the company.
This re-clothing of the boy as a restored creature
illustrates that Eustace’s true “boyhood” is not
something he has earned, but rather an identity that is
bestowed by Aslan.
As Lewis says in “Christianity and Literature” from
Christian Reflections:
Our whole destiny seems to lie in the opposite
direction, in being as little as possible
ourselves, in acquiring a fragrance that is not
our own but borrowed, in becoming clean
mirrors filled with the image of a face that is
not ours . . . I am saying only that the highest
good of a creature must be creaturely –that is
derivative or reflective – good. (7)
As Eustace moves into the stage of Union, he
confesses to Edmund, “I’m afraid I’ve been pretty
beastly” (91). And Edmund humbly replies,
remembering his own journey of becoming in The Lion,
the Witch and the Wardrobe, “That’s all right [ . . . . .]
you were only an ass, but I was a traitor” (91).
Eustace resumes his process toward the final
spiritual stage of Union through the choices he makes
throughout the rest of the Narnian stories. “To be
strictly accurate, he began to be a different boy. He had
lapses . . . the cure had begun” (93). Eustace sails on
with his companions to fulfill the quest, attacks a sea
serpent (97), and voluntarily accompanies the rest on
the Dark Island (152-153) and even sails with Caspian,
Edmund and Lucy to see Aslan’s Country.
Reaching Union, Eustace returns to England and
“. . . back in our own world everyone soon started to
say how Eustace had improved” (216). He reappears as
a central protagonist in The Silver Chair and The Last
Battle.
As Lewis concludes the title address in The Weight
of Glory, it is important that Christians remember the
enormous consequence of our daily choices in the light
of what we are becoming on the road to the Father’s
House:

For C.S. Lewis, for Eustace, and for us all, we get to
choose what kind of animal we become in the journey
of Life. The signposts of Purgation, Illumination and
Union—bring us to where we will choose to be forever.
“We would be at Jerusalem.”
Notes
1

2
3

4

Victor Turner discusses the Communitas of the
journey in “Liminal to Liminoid” in From Ritual
to Theatre: The Human Seriousness of Play
(New York: Performing Arts Publications, 1982),
20-60.
The description of the Dawn Treader is very similar
to the ships of Lewis’s beloved Norse mythology.
For an excellent treatment on the metaphor of the
sea, read Michael Osborn’s article “The
Evolution of the Archetypal Sea in Rhetoric and
Poetic” in the Quarterly Journal of Speech, Vol.
63 1977, page 347-363.
Reminiscent of William Morris’s Well at the
World’s End.
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C.S. Lewis and Mark Twain: Iconoclasts of a Feather?
Rick Hill

Arguing a strong connection between C.S. Lewis
and Mark Twain seems like a tall order for a literary
essay, something on the order of comparing, say,
Richard Nixon and Michael Moore. We’ll have to leave
Nixon and Moore for other critics, but the closer we
examine the lives and work of Lewis and Twain, the
more their philosophies and personalities intersect.
We certainly don’t have to look far for
biographical
similarities
between
them.
Psychoanalytical critics will wish to note that both had
loving mothers and distant fathers; astrologicallyminded literary critics may be interested to learn that
they were born in late November: Lewis on the 29th and
Twain on the 30th. Both authors were raised in nominal
Christian homes only to fall away in adolescence and
struggle with return to the church in their early thirties.
Both had dreamy, ineffectual older brothers; both were
crusty bachelors turned devoted family men, and both
outlived their adored wives. Both were precocious and
voracious readers who became Oxford degree holders,
and only fifteen years apart—though Twain’s degree
was honorary. Their tastes don’t always dovetail in
literature, but both were certainly George MacDonald
admirers. Twain carried on an actual correspondence
with the MacDonald, while Lewis had to settle for an
imaginary conversation in The Great Divorce.
I could go on with interesting similarities, right
down to smoking habits, , but first let me assure the
reader that I don’t intend to ignore the supposed literary
differences between the rough-hewn western humorist
and the cultured Oxford Don—and most especially the
glaring, elephant-in-the-living-room spiritual difference:
that Lewis is famous as a Christian apologist and Twain
even more famous as a Christian antagonist.? To find
out how far apart they actually were on spiritual
matters, we need to look beyond popular simplifications
of Twain as a curmudgeon atheist and Lewis as a stuffy
fundamentalist.
Serious Twain readers know that he was never a
materialist, even at his most disgruntled and vitriolic.
He was perhaps more comfortable in the company of
preachers than Lewis was, and unlike Lewis, he even
liked to sing spirituals. But beyond these
superficialities, he avowed in all seriousness that every
story he published was a sermon, and he always he
preached his deep commitment to the golden rule,
which he called “Christianity’s exhibit A.”
Here we begin to see important connections with

C.S. Lewis. In Abolition of Man, Lewis referred to the
universal values to which the Golden Rule belongs as
the Tao, postulating that undergirding all faiths and
philosophies is a solid set of core values that is God
given, non-subjective, and non-negotiable. Lewis uses
the novel That Hideous Strength, to illustrate the
philosophy of Abolition of Man. In the story, Mark
Studdock, the novel’s passive protagonist and
representative of modern sensibilities, is recruited by
the forces of evil. But he is saved because, even though
he has been trained in an intellectual milieu that rejects
objective values, he is unable to reject the Tao.
We find in Huckleberry Finn Twain’s most famous
illustration of this same conflict and resolution. Huck,
the novel’s generally passive representative of slave
society and its value system, declares, “All right then,
I’ll go to Hell” and refuses to betray his slave
companion Jim. Thus the deeper morality of the Tao
triumphs over the anti-abolitionist training that has been
drummed into Huck all his life.
A fascinating illustration of Twain’s agreement
that, however irksome the moral sense is, it is God
given (or, to use Twain’s term, “implanted by the
authorities”) is provided by the 1876 short story, “The
Facts Concerning the Recent Carnival of Crime in
Connecticut.” On the surface, the story seems to be
another Twain rant against vexing moral strictures; he
personifies the conscience as a sort of Lewisian
Wormwood character who delights in nagging and
fault-finding. The narrator is convinced that he would
be a much happier person if he could get rid of his
moldy dwarf of a conscience. But when he finally does
destroy his enemy, he does not go on to live a life of
enlightened humanism. On the contrary, bereft of the
moral sense, he becomes a monstrous sociopath:
I settled all my old outstanding scores and
began the world anew. I killed thirty-eight
persons during the first two weeks . . . I
burned a dwelling that interrupted my view. I
swindled a widow and some orphans out of
their last cow, which is a very good one,
though not thoroughbred, I believe.
Formerly guilt-ridden by his callous treatment of
homeless men, the narrator goes on to note that he now
murders tramps in wholesale lots and will sell their
corpses to medical colleges “either by the gross, by cord
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measurement or per ton.” The grimly humorous
message is clear: we may chafe at the Tao, and we may,
by exercising our free will, reduce our moral sense to
dwarf proportions. But without the values implanted by
“the authorities” we are at the mercy of what Lewis
characters in the Ransom trilogy call our “bent” nature,
and liable to do (and rationalize doing) the unspeakable.
Another not-often-discussed area in which Lewis
and Twain are in accord is in the rejection of Phariseeism and over-literal interpretations of the Bible. While
perfectly able to make brilliant book-length arguments
for the supernaturalism that Twain always found
suspect, Lewis has no problem with evolution as a tool
of creation, is adamantly opposed to theocracy, and
writes “I do not hold that every sentence of the Old
Testament has historic or scientific truth.” (ROS 11:2)
In Letters to Malcolm, Chiefly on Prayer, the
assumption that “Malcolm” (a composite of Lewis’s
educated Christian friends) was familiar with a certain
passage in Huckleberry Finn shows clearly that the
book was a well-thumbed and respected text in Lewis’s
scholarly circle. The passage noted is a scene between
Huck and the Widow Douglas wherein Twain lampoons
the childish belief that “Ask and ye shall receive” in
Mark 11:24 applies to material advancement. While
making the distinction that it is some readers, not the
Bible, who are simple, Lewis agrees with Twain that in
general, childish Bible interpretation does more harm
than good for faith since “Huck tried the experiment of
[praying for fishhooks] and then, [when it didn’t work,
he] not unnaturally, never gave Christianity a second
thought” (LM 11:10).
But what of their disagreements—what of Twain’s
often cited “Pen warmed up in Hell,” period, his
sometimes vicious quarrels (mostly published after his
death) with the Old and New Testaments—can we
really dismiss all that as more heat than light, as Lewis
dismissed the entire Renaissance age? I think the
answer, again in light of Twain’s complete life and
work, is yes, though those writings do mark a spiritual
turning point of sorts between the two authors.
Twain’s trademark irreverence can be traced to his
earliest writings, but with few and mostly unpublished
exceptions, he took aim not at religion per se, but at
hypocritical or unexamined religion. Thus, before
launching a scathing if poorly researched 1890 critique
of the Church as promoter of slavery, he troubles to
write, “The Christian Bible is a drug store . . . [T]he
stock in the store was made up of about equal portions
of baleful and debilitating poisons, and healing and
comforting medicines.”
Twain never quite jettisoned those “healing
medicines” and never became the post-modern,
politically correct anti-Christian that some critics would
style him. He even made a vigorous attempt to become

a Christian during the courtship of his wife. Modern
scholars have asserted that his interest in Christianity
was but a lover’s stratagem, but the expressions of
doubt and struggle that accompany the prayers and
scripture quotation in those early love letters show that
Twain was more a man honestly striving than a suitor
feeding a gullible girl what she wanted to hear. To
demonstrate his sincerity, he even gave up drinking and
swearing (though he politely hedged on the smoking),
and prayed regularly, for several months at least.
Lewis readers may note that Twain’s love letters
and other writings of this period show how much his
attempt at becoming a Christian parallels the newconvert career of the unnamed “patient” in Lewis’s
Screwtape Letters. Both young men are striving, but are
also beset with intellectual pride and a penchant for
seeing the worst in fellow Christians. Both, too, are
subject to every excuse for backsliding and every
temptation to forget the whole thing. But the strongest
impediment to Twain’s conversion, was, ironically, that
he was supplied with temporal blessing that he might
have been inclined to pray for in that month or so: an
adoring wife, loving children, worldly success and
worldwide fame. As Screwtape says, the surest road to
hell “is the gentle slope, without signposts or turnings.”
All ran so smoothly in Twain’s middle years that he
increasingly saw God as someone doing a marginal job
at best, a job that he—Twain—could most probably do
better. When tragedy later robbed him of his blessings,
he had long removed himself from active spiritual
contact and could only rail against the seeming
capriciousness of Omnipotence. When his daughter
Susie passed away, he wrote Livy his grieving wife, a
bitterly ironic consolation note saying that their child
was out of her misery and soon they would be, too. And
when Livy died, he could only perceive God as a cruel
torturer.
Lewis was tempted to take the same negative view
when Joy, his own beloved wife, died. In A Grief
Observed, he echoes Twain’s notion of an indifferent
God or worse, a “cosmic sadist.” But after reflection,
Lewis concludes that a Cosmic Sadist could not “create
or govern anything” and could not be responsible for
the love that obviously exists in the world. He finally
determines that his railings against God were “yells, not
thoughts.” He asks
Why do I make room in my mind for such . . .
nonsense? Do I hope that if feeling disguises
itself as thought I shall feel less? . . . All that
stuff about the Cosmic Sadist was not so much
an expression of thought as of hatred. I was
getting from it the only pleasure a man in
anguish can get; the pleasure of hitting back.
Thus Lewis’s years of prayer and devotion
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provided the foundation for working through rebellion
and self-pity to a less self-centered view of God and a
desire to comfort rather than rage. Reading this passage
in Grief Observed after reading much of Twain’s
anguished writing after his wife’s death, one can’t help
feeling that Twain, with his love for straight-from-theshoulder philosophy and honesty, might have been
comforted by the book if it had been available fifty
years earlier.
“Nonsense!” says my atheist friend who claims
Twain as co-nonreligionist. “Pure speculation!” And in
the way of evidence that Twain was a committed
atheist, intrepid critics have exhumed various
manuscripts in which Twain rages bitterly against
Christianity. Subjectively assigning grave import to
these late writings, scholars propose dark motives of
publishers, family members, biographers and the
Hypocritical Victorian Age In General, for their
“suppression” during the author’s lifetime. But
throughout his career, Twain wrote more than he
published; the Twain papers are stuffed with unissued
material. If suppression of Twain’s writing was
underway, then perhaps someone also “suppressed”
publication of his extant lists of how many Paige
typesetters would be needed by major U.S. cities and
how much money he would make by supplying them,
likewise his lists of American food that he missed when
he was overseas—great long lists that included mince
pie, mashed potatoes, and peach cobbler, “southern
style.” Twain left so much unpublished that there’s no
wonder he finally developed rheumatism and had to
teach himself to write with his left hand!
But perhaps a more common sense answer to why
much of Twain’s anti-Christian writings weren’t
published is that even Twain recognized them as the
“yells rather than thoughts” that Lewis spoke of in A
Grief Observed. Most of these “yells” were straw-men
arguments built on half-remembered texts and/or out of
context conjecture. Though interesting as posthumous
curiosities, they are just not up to Twain’s own high
standards of intellectual honesty, which probably
accounts for his abandoning them. And an even more
prosaic answer to why we shouldn’t put too much
weight on Twain’s late writings has more to do with the
grim realities of aging than the more interesting
psychological and political theories offered by some
scholars. Even without great tragedies, many people
tend to get more pessimistic in their later years, as
infirmities of age, poor digestion, and a natural
diminution of creative powers take their toll. Twain’s
most bitter writings were from his late sixties and
seventies, when most writers are dead or beyond writing
for the reasons mentioned above.
Lewis too had his dark pieces, late ephemera
exhumed by Walter Hooper from notebooks or obscure
journals and published after Lewis’s death. In

“Christmas and Xmas” “Delinquents in the Snow” and
others, Lewis rails, Twain fashion, at aspects of society
that aggravate him, from advertising to government
encroachment. And he is always irritated by teetotalers,
vegetarians, and other perceived purveyors of
modernity. Reading late Twain and Lewis, one can
almost feel the same headaches heartaches, indigestion,
and rheumatism that guide aging authors’ pens in
uninspired moments.
So when we consider Lewis and Twain’s strong
commitment to the Tao and put their late writings in
perspective, the gulf between the spiritual sensibilities
of the two authors seems not so wide, and readers who
say our favorite authors are Lewis and Twain should
not be so rare in literary circles. Nonetheless, we are
still left with a fair-size elephant in the living room: at
the beginning of their writing careers, both authors were
spiritual searchers with serious intentions of becoming
Christians. After various struggles, Lewis did decide to
become a professing Christian and Twain did not.
What effect this decision had on their lives and
work is an interesting question. Certainly the
personalities of the mature men they became would not
have been easy to predict by looking at their formative
years. If young Sam Clemens was a prototype Tom
Sawyer in industry, integrity, and charm, then young
Jack Lewis was a Sid Sawyer, or worse. Lewis
described his youthful self as a lout and a prig, the sort
of unpleasant lad that someone is always admonishing
to “wipe that smirk off your face!” As a young man he
dabbled in the occult and was bedeviled by sexual
perversions. In a deception that lasted years, he
concealed (from his father who was paying his
expenses) a questionable relationship with an older
woman. In comparison, Twain was a boy scout of
honesty, self-reliance, and chastity, his years in Carson
City and San Francisco notwithstanding.
Twain also seemed the more promising Christian of
the two, professing an enthusiasm that contrasted
sharply with Lewis’s philosophical foot-dragging.
When he finally admitted that God was God, he said he
was “the most dejected and reluctant convert in
England.” But Lewis somehow persevered where Mark
Twain did not, and he became the most respected
Christian apologist of the twentieth century, leading
many imperfect souls like himself to a loving God and a
new life in faith.
The reasons for Twain’s eventual rejection of
Christianity seem complex, but probably boil down to
his sometimes-serious, sometimes seemingly tongue-incheek, but always immature conception of God—the
sort of limited personification that J.B. Phillips, a
protégé of Lewis’s, discusses at length in Your God is
Too Small. Beset with grief and disappointment,
Twain’s spiritual outlook devolved into the sort of
petulant unbelief that Lewis finally abandoned: that of
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the atheist who is ready to prosecute God for not
existing, or at least for not existing and behaving in a
way the plaintiff feels a reasonable god should behave.
Trapped in self-will, young Sam Clemens, the natural
moralist whose iconoclasm brought a breath of fresh air
to literature, finally became a crank, desperate to tell
God and the world how to conduct themselves and
viciously contemptuous of anyone’s ability to reform.
In contrast, Lewis the smirking iconoclast and
blasé immoralist did first gingerly, then with increasing
confidence, embrace a loving savior and let his faith
guide and transform his life. Genuine change of heart is
hard to document, but we can see hard evidence of
Lewis’s progress. To cite some well-known examples:
naturally averse to the company of children, he wrote
children’s books that didn’t patronize, answered all his
young readers’ fan mail, and raised two stepsons;
naturally parsimonious, he gave away most of his
money to charity; naturally jealous of encroachments on
his time, he gave his time unceasingly to others.
So we come to an interesting question: if the two
authors’ personalities remained the same while their life
placements were reversed, could Lewis have been the
crusty satirist, embracing atheism and railing against the
hypocrisy of the nineteenth-century church, and could
Twain have been a twentieth century “bonnie fighter”
for Christianity as Lewis was known in his Socratic
Club days? In light of what we know about their eras
and personalities, such a situation seems at least
possible. First, while both Twain and Lewis were
natural iconoclasts, but their eras provided different
icons to reject: Twain’s icon was the self-righteous
fundamentalism he chafed at in his childhood; Lewis’s
icon was the proto-relativistism and philosophical
materialism that he saw spreading like an intellectual
cancer from Oxford.
But before he was exposed to those icons, we see a
very Twainian cast to Lewis’s writings. Letters from the
nineteen-teens by young atheist Lewis to his Christian
friend Arthur Greeves show that Lewis enjoyed
shocking believers as much as the aging Twain had
enjoyed it a decade earlier. Further, poetry Lewis wrote
in his pre-Christian days is a cultured version of the
Promethean Satan theme in Twain’s Mysterious
Stranger. If we study Lewis’s early life, it seems
certainly possible that had he grown up in the
nineteenth century, when intellectual iconoclasm was
still synonymous with anti-church, .he might have taken
Twain’s path of least resistance and become an even
more bitter misanthrope than Twain.
And it seems as likely that a later-born Twain could
have turned his iconoclasm and penchant for scathing
satire on the materialist philistines of the modern age, as
Lewis did. He certainly would have been as outraged by
the hypocrisy of the Soviets as was George Orwell;
Animal Farm seems even more Twainian than

Orwellian, and a Twain nudged into Christianity by the
smugness of twentieth century materialism would be the
only author besides Lewis capable of writing anything
so exquisitely serio-comic as The Screwtape Letters.
As long as we are engaged in speculation, had
Twain been born in the twentieth century, might his
distrust of the intellectual status quo have attracted him
to Lewis’s arguments, as Lewis the young atheist was
attracted to Chesterton’s iconoclastic orthodoxy? Much
tougher atheists of our scientific era—hedonist
materialists who made Twain look like a country parson
in comparison, have been converted to Christianity by
Lewis’s pithy arguments: might Twain have been won
also if he had had a chance to read them?
One scholar who heard an earlier version of this
paper countered with, “But why wasn’t Twain
converted by George MacDonald’s writings, then?” I
think the answer is the same for Twain as it is for many
readers, including many of Lewis’s friends, who find
MacDonald fascinating, but don’t find the same sort of
“common sense” connection with MacDonald that they
are able to make with Lewis.
As an example of how evangelism could be
transmitted through Lewisian common sense, Lewis’s
pool table analogy in Miracles certainly seems tailormade for billiard expert Twain. In it, Lewis counters the
arguments made by Twain and others that miracles like
the virgin birth are impossible in a universe where
material objects must obey natural laws. Lewis points
out that natural laws are God made, just as billiard
“laws” are man made. A pool player may follow the
rules and use his cue to shoot a ball from point A on the
table to a particular pocket. But he, like God above the
world, is “above the game” in the sense that he is
perfectly able toss the cue aside, pick the ball up with
his hand and put it in the pocket if he chooses to do so.
One can picture Twain’s delight in the down-home
audaciousness of such an analogy.
Anthony Burgess said of Lewis, “[He] is the ideal
persuader for the half-convinced, for the good man who
would like to be a Christian but finds his intellect
getting in the way.” This description nicely fits Twain
at the crucial stage in his life when he was in love and
struggling with faith. Imagine him one night during that
crucial stage, up late in a hotel after a one of his comic
lectures. He has just poured out his heart in a letter to
Livy his betrothed, avowing that he is trying hard to be
a Christian, but is having vexing doubts. He seals the
letter, and, to read himself to sleep, turns to a book
called Mere Christianity that he bought this evening at a
railroad newsstand . . .
But enough audacious speculations. I’ll close with
a short homily based on an odd musical juxtaposition.
An old rhythm and blues song by the J. Giels band
proclaims, “It ain’t what you been through, but how you
been through it.” Reflecting on what we know of the
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decisions Twain and Lewis made about God and how
these decisions affected their lives and dispositions
should give even the most blasé twenty-first century
reader food for thought.
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Of Urban Blockheads and Trousered Apes: C.S. Lewis and the Challenge of Education
Paul E. Michelson

I.

The Problem Described

“There was a boy called Eustace Clarence
Scrubb, and he almost deserved it. His parents
called him Eustace Clarence and his school masters
called him Scrubb. I can’t tell you how his friends
spoke to him, for he had none . . . Eustace
Clarence liked animals, especially beetles, if they
were dead and pinned on a card. He liked books if
they were books of information and had pictures of
grain elevators or of fat foreign children doing
exercises in model schools.”1
Eustace Clarence Scrubb was, to be blunt, a prime
example of the informed ignoramus that C.S. Lewis
labeled the urban blockhead. In many ways, poor
Eustace Clarence had very little going for him. His
parents were also urban blockheads: “He didn’t call his
father and mother, ‘Father’ and ‘Mother,’ but Harold
and Alberta. They were very up-to-date and advanced
people. They were vegetarians, non-smokers and
teetotallers and wore a special kind of underclothes.”2
I’m afraid that Eustace Clarence’s education wasn’t
much help either. He attended a school of the modern
sort called Experiment House. “Owing to the curious
methods of teaching at Experiment House, one did not
learn much French or Math or Latin or things of that
sort . . .”3 Sad to say, Experiment House was the
epitome of mid-twentieth century political correctness,
the educational philosophy that places a premium on
reflex instead of reflection. The bottom line, Lewis tells
us, is that “Eustace had read only the wrong books.
They had a lot to say about exports and imports and
governments and drains, but they were weak on
dragons.”4 (This turned out to be a serious handicap
when Eustace Clarence Scrubb wound up in Narnia.)
In his book, The Abolition of Man,5 subtitled
“Reflections on Education.” Lewis captures the

“irredeemable urban blockhead” thusly: he is someone
“to whom a horse is merely an old-fashioned means of
transport.”6 Your urban blockhead is a person who has
training but not education or learning, whose
information is technical without being real
knowledge—a person with an engineering mentality.
The urban blockhead is a person who reads books, but
not for enjoyment. He is usually spiritually
impoverished, often stunted in imagination. He is one
who has been taught to mindlessly debunk anything that
smacks of sentiment or philosophy or moral reasoning.
In short, he has learned to be rationalistic without being
truly rational.7
The modern student is often drawn into becoming
an urban blockhead, Lewis says, “on the very dangerous
ground that . . . he will prove himself a knowing fellow
who can’t be bubbled out of his cash.” Unfortunately,
the result of this mis-education is that his teachers will
“have cut out of his soul, long before he is old enough
to choose, the possibility of having certain experiences
which thinkers of more authority than they have held to
be generous, fruitful, and humane.”8
Instead of developing a sensibility for inspiring
symphonies or majestic natural beauty or lyric poetry,
the urban blockhead has only a sense of his own
“knowingness.” He learns to laugh at “ordinary human
feelings about the past or animals or large waterfalls”
which feelings he thinks “are contrary to reason and
contemptible . . .” Ironically, the truth is that instead of
achieving any real insight into life and reality, says
Lewis, “Another little portion of the human heritage has
been quietly taken from” him without his knowing it.9
Is the urban blockhead a problem today? Look
around you. Ask a music teacher or a literature teacher.
Surely an educational system that neglects the arts,
trivializes and politicizes the humane studies, and
ignores the richness of our past will produce urban
blockheads, people with information, but not
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understanding, with data, but not knowledge.
The poster boy for urban blockheadery is might be
software billionaire Bill Gates, who proclaims
confidently “All the neurons in the brain that make up
perceptions and emotions operate in a binary fashion.
We can someday replicate that on a machine.”10 As for
religion, Mr. Gates is equally forthright: “Just in terms
of allocation of time resources, religion is not very
efficient. There’s a lot more I could be doing on a
Sunday morning.”11 I’m afraid Mr. Gates may have read
all the wrong books.12
Unfortunately cerebral dunces are not the only
problem generated by the processes and assumptions of
modern culture. The urban blockhead has a counterpart
which, incredibly, is also ascendant in our times: the
instinct-driven entity Lewis calls the trousered ape.
In the final Narnian Chronicle, The Last Battle, one
of the more unpleasant characters is the villainous Shift
the Ape:
“The Ape . . . looked ten times uglier than
when he lived by Caldron Pool, for he was
now dressed up. He was wearing a scarlet
jacket which did not fit him very well . . . . He
had jewelled slippers on his hind paws which
would not stay on properly because, as you
know, the hind paws of an Ape are really like
hands . . . . And he also kept on pulling up the
scarlet jacket to scratch himself.”13
Then the Ape spoke, “I hear some of you
saying I’m an ape. Well, I’m not. I’m a man. If
I look like an Ape, that’s because I’m so very
old: hundreds and hundreds of years old. And
it’s because I’m so old that I’m so wise. And
it’s because I’m so wise that I’m the only one
Aslan is ever going to speak to. He can’t be
bothered talking to a lot of stupid animals.
He’ll tell me what you’ve got to do, and I’ll
tell the rest of you. And take my advice, and
see you do it in double quick time, for He
doesn’t mean to stand any nonsense.”14
Shift, the trousered ape, is a ludicrous figure, a sad
parody of humanity, but the whole thrust of our postRousseauian, post-Darwinian, post-modernist society
has been increasingly in his direction. As Lewis notes
elsewhere, once Darwin started “monkeying with the
ancestry of Man, and Freud with his soul, and the
economists with all that is his,” man became “the
business of science.”15 The distinctives of humanity—
rationality, purpose, volition and freedom, imagination,
commitment, the image of God—were stripped away,
leaving only instinct-driven, feeling-extolling trousered
apes.

Where the urban blockhead is emotionally
retarded, the trousered ape is intellectually stunted.
Where the urban blockhead’s imagination and aesthetic
senses are woefully underdeveloped, the trousered ape
is rationally dwarfed and logically-challenged. Where
the urban blockhead wanders around in an affective
desert, the trousered ape wallows in a swamp.
Is the trousered ape a problem today? Need one
really ask? Beavis and Butthead were supposed to be
parodies, but the pathetic fact is that our cultural
realities these days parody any parody: Are we
surprised if a society that neglects education in moral
reasoning, minimizes the intellect, and decries rather
than explores the richness of our civilization, produces
a surplus of trousered apes, people governed by their
stomachs rather than their heads, people who revel in
appetites and experiences, but have no way of
discerning what is true, noble, right, pure, admirable,
excellent or praiseworthy? If so, then only explanation
is that we ourselves might be urban blockheads.
II. Dealing With the Problem: Men Without Chests
This, then, is the educational problem: we live,
learn, and teach in a world populated by urban
blockheads and trousered apes.16 How does Lewis
propose to deal with this? His solution is to point back
to the ancients. The classical sources describe the
human being as a three-fold entity, composed of the
head, the chest, and the belly. The head is the seat of
reason, and “should rule the mere appetites . . . . The
head rules the belly through the chest (which is) the seat
. . . of emotions organized by trained habit into stable
sentiments . . . these are the indispensable liaison
officers between cerebral man and visceral man.”17
We are rational beings, we are physical beings. It is
by the mediation of the chest, based on objective moral
laws, “that man is man: for by his intellect he is mere
spirit and by his appetite mere animal.”18 Thus, we are
also moral, volitional beings.
Indeed, it is only through the functioning of the
chest that we can even act morally. Lewis writes: “no
justification of virtue will enable a man to be virtuous.
Without the aid of trained emotions [i.e. the chest] the
intellect is powerless against the animal organism . . . .
In battle it is not syllogisms that will keep the reluctant
nerves and muscles to their post in the third hour of the
bombardment.”19
Now the point here is not that the intellect or the
appetites are bad, but that they need to be disciplined
and integrated by the chest. We are rational beings, we
are emotional, imaginative beings, we are moral beings.
But we are integrated beings only through the “unnatural” processes of education, training, and teaching.
And it is the chest, the moral sentiments and
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dispositions, that requires the most attention.
A major function of education then, in Lewis’s
view, becomes that of developing the chest. Here, too,
the classics provide guidance. According to Aristotle,
we develop the chest by making “the pupil like and
dislike what he ought”; according to Plato, by training
the student “to feel pleasure, liking, disgust, and hatred
at those things which really are pleasant, likeable,
disgusting, and hateful”; and according to Augustine, by
leaning to give to every object “that kind and degree of
love which is appropriate to it.”20 The goal should be to
help us “recognize a quality [in things] which demands
a certain response from us whether we make it or not
. . . [to develop] approvals and disapprovals [that] are
thus recognitions of objective value or responses to an
objective order.” In short, “the task is to train in the
pupil those responses which are in themselves
appropriate, whether anyone is making them or not, and
in making which the very nature of man consists.”21
Education should, of course, also deal with the
mind and with the development of intellectual muscle22
(such as knowledge of the academic disciplines and
their principles, of logic and method). Some of Lewis’s
fondest memories related to his teacher, W. H.
Kirkpatrick, from whom he learned that one’s thoughts
needed to be founded on fact and in logic. In his
autobiographical Surprised by Joy, Lewis recounts his
first meeting, at age 16, with “Kirk.” Lewis had come
from Northern Ireland to Surrey in Southern England.23
“A few minutes later we were walking
away from the station.
‘You are now,’ said Kirk, ‘proceeding
along the principal artery between Great and
Little Bookham.’
I stole a glance at him. Was this
geographical exordium a heavy joke? Or was
he trying to conceal his emotions? His face,
however, sowed only an inflexible gravity. I
began to ‘make conversation’ in the
deplorable manner which I had acquired . . . at
parties . . . . I said I was surprised at the
‘scenery’ of Surrey; it was much ‘wilder’ than
I had expected.
‘Stop!’ shouted Kirk with a suddenness
that made me jump. ‘What do you mean by
wildness and what grounds had you for not
expecting it?’
I replied I don’t know what, still ‘making
conversation.’ As answer after answer was
torn to shreds it at last dawned upon me that
he really wanted to know. He was not making
conversation, nor joking, nor snubbing me; he
wanted to know. I was stung into attempting a
real answer. A few passes sufficed to show

that I had no clear and distinct idea
corresponding to the word ‘wildness,’ and
that, in so far as I had any idea at
all,’wildness’ was a singularly inept word. ‘Do
you not see, then,’ concluded the Great
Knock, ‘that your remark was meaningless?’ I
prepared to sulk a little, assuming that the
subject would now be dropped. Never was I
more mistaken in my life. Having analyzed my
terms, Kirk was proceeding to deal with my
proposition as a whole. On what had I based
(but he pronounced it baized) my expectations
about the Flora and Geology of Surrey? Was it
maps, or photographs, or books? I could
produce none. It had, heaven help me, never
occurred to me that what I called my thoughts
needed to be ‘baized’ on anything. Kirk once
more drew a conclusion—without the slightest
sign of emotion, but equally without the
slightest concession to what I thought good
manners: ‘Do you not see, then, that you had
no right to have any opinion whatever on the
subject?’“
I suppose today, heaven help us, that it occurs to
far too few people that what they call their thoughts
need to be “baized” on anything.
At the same time, it is Lewis’s view that education
should also deal with our imaginations and spirits. One
reason is that “the resemblance between the Christian
and the merely imaginative experience” is not
accidental. This is because “all things, in their way,
reflect heavenly truth, the imagination not least.”24
The case for the importance of the development of
our imaginative facilities is beautifully stated in Lewis’s
An Experiment in Criticism:25
“The nearest I have yet got to an answer is
that we seek an enlargement of our being. We
want to be more than ourselves. Each of us by
nature sees the whole world from one point of
view with a perspective and a selectiveness
peculiar to himself . . . . To acquiesce in this
particularity . . . would be lunacy . . . . We
want to see with other eyes, to imagine with
other imaginations, to feel with other hearts, as
well as with our own . . . . The man who is
contented to be only himself, and therefore
less a self, is in prison. My own eyes are not
enough for me, I will see through those of
others. Reality, even seen through the eyes of
many, is not enough. I will see what others
have invented. Even the eyes of all humanity
are not enough. I regret that the brutes cannot
write books . . . in reading great literature I
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become a thousand men and yet remain
myself. Like the night sky in the Greek poem,
I see with a myriad eyes, but it is still I who
see. Here, as in worship, in love, in moral
action, and in knowing, I transcend myself;
and am never more myself than when I do.”
Since the Enlightenment we have been increasingly
successful at producing “Men without Chests.”
Secularized, rationalistic approaches, in effect, Lewis
argues, “remove the organ and demand the function.
We make men without chests and expect of them virtue
and enterprise. We laugh at honour and are shocked to
find traitors in our midst. We castrate and bid the
geldings be fruitful.”26 And, at the same time, “we
continue to clamour for those very qualities we are
rendering impossible.”27
To the assertions of trousered apes and urban
blockheads that “ethical standards of different cultures
differ so widely that there is no common tradition at all”
Lewis replies: “The answer is that this is a lie—a good,
solid, resounding lie . . . . [There is a] massive
unanimity of the practical reason in man . . . . the
pretence that we are presented with a mere chaos . . . is
simply false and should be contradicted in season and
out of season wherever it is met.”28
As Lewis argues in Mere Christianity: “If no set of
moral ideas were truer or better than any other, there
would be no sense in preferring civilized morality to
savage morality, or Christian morality to Nazi morality.
In fact, of course, we all do believe that some moralities
are better than others . . . . The moment you say that
one set of moral ideas can be better than another, you
are, in fact, measuring them both by a standard . . .
admitting that there is such a thing as a real Right,
independent of what people think, and that some
people’s ideas get nearer to that real Right than
others.”29
Further, Lewis points out that appeals to factual
information or to “science” to provide a new morality
ignore the “is/ought” problem, the reality that from
“propositions about fact alone no practical conclusion
can ever be drawn.”30 Appeals to instincts, or pure
reason31 or natural selection beg the question of why we
ought to obey them and fail to tell us what to do when
they come in conflict with each other.32
Finally, “Neither in any operation with factual
propositions nor in any appeal to instinct can the
Innovator find the basis for a system of values.”33 The
attempt to manufacture a chest in modern times (i.e.,
create a “new” morality, a “secular” morality, or
whatever) is thus a failure.
III. Educational Consequences and Implications

The consequences are significant. Without chests,
education declines into conditioning and mankind itself
is in danger of being abolished. Already in the 20th
century we have seen several runs at such destruction of
human freedom and of humanity itself.
Secondly, we must keep in mind that we will
usually be dealing with men without chests, be they
urban blockheads or trousered apes. We must be both
wise and innocent.34 What strategy should be pursued in
dealing with a culture in which urban blockheads and
trousered apes predominate? This would depend on
whether we are dealing with cerebral dunces or
hyperactive emotionality.35 In Lewis’s time the
principal problem was the urban blockhead who needed
“to be awakened from the slumber of cold vulgarity.
The task of the modern educator is not to cut down
jungles but to irrigate deserts. The right defence against
false sentiments is to inculcate just sentiments. By
starving the sensibility of our pupils we only make them
easier prey to the propagandist when he comes. For
famished nature will be avenged and a hard heart is no
infallible protection against a soft head.”36 Our
approach should be to inform the sentiments through a
curriculum that includes books which are strong on
dragons. Do we consistently stress the importance of
imagination-stimulating, mind-stretching works of
literature, philosophy, and history? Or do we just stick
with textbooks and boring compendiums of information
about “exports and imports and governments and
drains”? Now more than ever, cultural literacy should
be primary on the agenda.
Dealing with trousered apes is another matter. Here
we must “cut down jungles”37 and drain “foetid
swamps.”38 “Until quite modern times, all teachers and
even all men believed the universe to be such that
certain emotional reactions on our part could be either
congruous or incongruous to it—believed, in fact, that
objects did nor merely receive, but could merit, our
approval or disapproval, our reverence, or our
contempt.”39 In short, the basically relativistic
assumptions of our time (currently masquerading as
“tolerance”) need to be attacked. Here, healthy doses of
philosophical and historical knowledge are essential
measures regardless of the subject.40
Trousered Apery can also be remedied by the
restoration of a sense of respect for reasoning. As Lewis
argued in The Screwtape Letters, people used to know
“pretty well when a thing was proved and
when it was not; and if it was proved they
really believed it. They still connected
thinking with doing and were prepared to alter
their way of life as the result of a chain of
reasoning. But what with the weekly press and
other such weapons” this has been changed.
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The average person “has been accustomed,
ever since he was a boy, to having a dozen
incompatible philosophies dancing about
together inside his head. He doesn’t think of
doctrines as primarily ‘true’ or ‘false,’ but as
‘academic’ or ‘practical,’ ‘outworn’ or
‘contemporary’ . . . . Jargon, not argument” is
how they are kept from the truth.41
We need to provide the antidote.
In coping with trousered apes, we will have to
abandon the current stress on self-esteem as the primary
focus. Lewis wrote: “The basic principle of the new
education is . . . that dunces and idlers must not be
made to feel inferior to intelligent and industrious
pupils.” Teachers are “far too busy reassuring the
dunces and patting them on the back to waste any time
on real teaching.”42
In short, we need to pursue excellence while
avoiding the very real pitfalls that face us in connection
with integrating faith and learning. In the words of
Alister MacGrath, “Perhaps the greatest challenge to
evangelicalism in the next generation is to develop an
increasingly intellectual commitment without losing its
roots in the life and faith of ordinary Christian
believers.”43 As Lewis wrote:
“If all the world were Christian, it might not
matter if all the world were uneducated. But,
as it is, a cultural life will exist outside the
Church whether it exists inside or not. To be
ignorant and simple now—not to be able to
meet the enemies on their own ground—would
be to throw down our weapons, and to betray
our uneducated brethren who have, under
God, no defense but us against the intellectual
attacks of the heathen. Good philosophy must
exist, if for no other reason, because bad
philosophy needs to be answered. The cool
intellect must work not only against cool
intellect on the other side, but against the
muddy heathen mysticisms which deny
intellect altogether.”44
We badly need new efforts at integration. Not just
faith and learning, but head, chest, and belly. This
would require more than just the disciplinary
specialization that academic people are trained in and
for, and far too often seem to be happy with. In the end,
we need education and teaching in which “the trees of
knowledge and of life” can get “growing together.”45
This means that we have to give a lot more attention to
both knowledge and life. C.S. Lewis was a brilliant
example of how to go about this task.46
Lastly, we need learning that fosters discernment

and wisdom. Modern education has failed dramatically
in this regard.47 Lewis writes “Our deepest concern
should be for first things, and our next deepest for
second things, and so on down to zero—to total absence
of concern for things that are not really good, nor means
to good, at all.”48 Where are they teaching us this? And
how can we learn and teach about first principles and
first things when many of us don’t even believe that
such exist? Once more, I’m afraid, we stand accused as
“men without chests,” as trousered apes and urban
blockheads.
It is good for us to attend and participate in
conferences and discussions such as this. However, it is
also essential that we leave with things that we can take
with us into action. I close with Aslan’s ever-relevant
exhortation:
“. . . remember the signs. Say them to yourself
when you wake in the morning and when you
lie down at night, and when you wake in the
middle of the night. And whatever strange
things may happen to you, let nothing turn
your mind from following the signs . . . . Here
on the mountain, the air is clear and your mind
is clear; as you drop down into Narnia, the air
will thicken. Take great care that it does not
confuse your mind. And the signs which you
have learned here will not look at all as you
expect them to look, when you meet them
there. That is why it is so important to know
them by heart and pay no attention to
appearances. Remember the signs and believe
the signs. Nothing else matters.”49
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FIRST PLACE STUDENT ESSAY

To Hell and Back Again: Edmund’s Transformation
Heidi Beutel

In C.S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia, Edmund is
one of the four children to go through the wardrobe to
find adventures in another world. He is depicted in the
first half of the first book as the traitor who eventually
causes Aslan, the Great Lion-King, to be killed. Aslan,
the figure of Jesus in Narnia, makes the sacrifice for
Edmund to be free after his great betrayal. Edmund as a
character goes through a descent into a dark pit of
treachery and selfishness before beginning his journey
toward the good. His road to betrayal is a result of a
series of choices that often do not seem to be very
harmful. As Lewis writes in the Screwtape Letters (SL),
“the safest road to Hell is the gradual one” (56).
Edmund makes his descent to Hell with a slow
changing of his character. Each choice he makes is
slightly worse than the last, so he becomes subtly
ensnared, but continues to ignore the depth of his own
descent. His journey follows a “gentle slope, soft
underfoot, without sudden turning, without milestones,
without signposts” (SL, 56). The return from Hell is
also a process and he continues throughout his later life
to be growing into a stronger person.
At the beginning of The Lion the Witch and the
Wardrobe (LWWD), we are introduced to Edmund as he
snaps at Susan, saying, “Oh, come off it! Don’t go
talking like that” (2). In the following pages, Edmund is
a character who is condescending toward Lucy and
complains about the weather. With these small details
the reader is prepared to think that Edmund will not be
easy to like. He appears to be annoying, and perhaps a
little self-centered, but certainly not an evil character.
When Lucy has her first adventure in the wardrobe,
though, suddenly Edmund becomes something worse,
something more like an enemy, as he “sneers and jeers”
at Lucy (23), disbelieving her story and mocking her.

We learn that Edmund can be “quite spiteful at times”
and that he seems to thrive on her discomfort (23).
When he also goes through the wardrobe into Narnia,
he initially shouts an apology to Lucy for not believing
her. However, his actions seem more motivated by fear
of the unknown place than of real remorse. Also, when
Lucy does not answer, he immediately attributes her
silence to her unforgiveness, or petty games. He shows
a lack of concern for Lucy who is also alone in this
strange country; and he is completely focused on
himself and gratifying his own desires. Edmund has
now taken a step towards evil, from being merely
annoying to being actively spiteful.
The first Narnian Edmund meets is the White
Witch, who eventually will lead Edmund into greater
evil. She does not appear friendly at the beginning. In
fact she is unkind, even rude, and Edmund “felt sure
that she was going to do something dreadful” (30).
Instead, the Witch subtly appeals to Edmund’s greed.
He allows her to give him something hot to drink, to
warm him. Then she offers him candy to satisfy his
hunger. Turkish Delight, while not on the whole a bad
thing, becomes for Edmund an object of his desire that
overwhelms all others, but his desire is never satisfied.
In the Screwtape Letters, Lewis writes of the Devil’s
attack on normal healthy pleasures. He calls it “an ever
increasing craving for an ever diminishing pleasure”
(42). Edmund allows his craving the enchanted Turkish
Delight to overwhelm his reason, which would have
warned him against the evil Witch and her plans.
Because Edmund’s craving for Turkish Delight is so
strong, the Witch is able to convince him that he could
have as much as he wanted, he could even be Prince of
Narnia, if he would only bring his brother and sisters to
the Witch. As he listens to her promises and considers
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betraying his siblings for the sake of his own pleasure,
Edmund takes another step toward evil. He ignores the
warning signs he has seen and heard, and slips closer to
his final treachery.
When Lucy and Edmund meet in Narnia, Lucy
warns Edmund of the evil Witch, although she has no
idea of his plans to betray his family. Another sign of
Edmund’s downward progression is his immediate
thoughts of how to conceal his meeting with the Witch.
He instinctively knows that if the others were to get into
Narnia they would “be on the side of the Faun and
animals” (39), not the side of the Queen. Again
Edmund knows inside that the Witch is evil, but he
chooses to view her the way he pleases, as a means of
fulfilling his desire and greed.
As readers we can hardly forgive Edmund when he
lets Lucy down in front of Susan and Peter, claiming
that they were only pretending Narnia was real. Lucy’s
excitement and joy at finally having someone who
would stand up for her was turned to misery and tears.
Edmund’s lie, his choice to let Lucy down, is a
foreshadowing of his final betrayal. At this point, he has
chosen to create misery and pain for no other reason
then his own comfort. As Edmund slips farther and
farther away from integrity, the narrator reports that
Edmund is “becoming a nastier person every minute”
(41).
Finally, all four children arrive in Narnia and are
warned by the Beavers about the White Witch. Edmund
first tries to head them in the direction of the White
Witch’s house and then tries to keep the others from
meeting Mr. Beaver. Although he fails, he succeeds in
getting information about their travel plans, and where
Aslan is going to be. During conversation, Mr. Beaver
mentions Aslan, the Great Lion, and each child is filled
with a different feeling. For Peter, Susan, and Lucy, this
feeling is wonderful. However, Edmund “had a
sensation of mysterious horror” (64). This is another
sign of how far Edmund has descended. Lewis writes
elsewhere, that humans will “hate every idea” that
suggests God when it “involves facing and intensifying
a whole vague cloud of half-conceived guilt” (SL, 54).
Edmund is aware somewhere inside that he is slipping
away from the good, and for him to hear the name of
Aslan only awakes in him truths he does not want to
face.
After the Beavers’ hospitality, Edmund makes his
way to the Witch’s house, ready to betray his brother
and sisters. He has by this time quite convinced himself
that the Witch is not nearly as bad as the others have
said. As for what she would do to his siblings and
friends, he does not want her to be kind to them, but “he
managed to believe, or pretend he believed, that she

wouldn’t do anything very bad to them” (85). If
Edmund had been honest with himself, he would have
seen what she was. He really does know “deep down
inside him . . . that the White Witch was bad and cruel”
(86). Instead of facing his mistakes, turning around and
making up with the others, he puts all uncertain
thoughts out of his head. As he walks, he plots what he
will do once he is king, and how he will get back at
Peter. His mind is focused on himself, and what will
gratify his own pleasures. Edmund is coming to the end
of his descent. One picture of Hell is a place where one
is constantly turning and returning to one’s self, with no
hope of escape. In the place Edmund is now, every
thought is for his own pleasure and for himself. He is in
a type of Hell.
When Edmund betrays Peter, Susan, and Lucy, he
does it completely. He tells the White Witch every
single detail about their location and conversation with
the Beavers. Edmund has come to the bottom of his
descent. After his betrayal, he sees the witch’s real
nature appear. No longer does she tempt him with
empty promises, but instead treats him like a slave.
Instead of a roomful of Turkish Delight and a Princely
welcome, he receives a dry bread crust and a mocking
laugh. Suddenly, Edmund no longer wishes to be with
the White Witch. However, he simply wants to be free
of the bad situation; his main concern is still only his
own comfort and satisfaction. Even though Edmund has
made no steps toward the good, he has ended his
descent toward evil. Also, he seems to realize his
mistake about the Witch. From his new perspective,
everything he had said to make himself believe “that her
side was really the right side sounded to him silly now”
(110).
Edmund’s unconcern for anyone but himself is
suddenly challenged when the White Witch picks up
her wand to turn a group of happy woodland creatures
into stone. Edmund is suddenly aware of their need and
shouts to stop the witch. The Narrator comments, “And
Edmund, for the first time in this story felt sorry for
someone besides himself” (LWWD, 113). The
beginning of a gradual ascent toward the good has
begun.
As the Witch begins sharpening her knife to kill
him, Edmund is brought face to face with the Witch’s
evil and his own deception. No longer can he hide from
her true character. Aslan’s faithful Narnians are sent to
fight the witch and are able to rescue Edmund, but do
not succeed in killing the Witch. The day after, Edmund
has a long talk with Aslan. The details of this
conversation are left to the reader’s imagination, but “it
was a conversation which Edmund never forgot”
(LWWD, 135). Although this conversation is certainly a
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milestone in Edmund’s upward journey, he still has a
ways to go. He continues his transformation with his
sincere apologies to each one of his brother and sisters.
There is a stark contrast between his earlier selfish
attitude when confronted with his mistakes: “I’ll pay
you all back for this, you pack of stuck-up, self-satisfied
prigs” (53), and his sincere “I’m sorry” to each of his
siblings (136).
The White Witch comes to meet the good Narnians
together with Aslan, and has one request. She claims
that Edmund belongs to her, because the Deep Magic
that Narnia was built on gives her the right to all
traitors. Edmund knows she has come to kill him and
hears her shout that he is a traitor. However, Edmund
has now come to the place where he is beyond thinking
about himself. Before, he only sought to please himself,
but now he is learning to look beyond himself. Instead
of thinking about how he betrayed them, Edmund “just
went on looking at Aslan. It didn’t seem to matter what
the Witch said” (138). Edmund has become truly
humble, for the goal of humility is to “turn the man’s
attention away from self” to God (SL, 63). Edmund has
passed the point of looking at himself either because of
his desires and talents, or because of his failures. He is
an example of one who has gotten his “mind off the
subject of his own value altogether” (SL, 65).
Finally, Edmund must face the Witch in battle.
Having allowed himself to be deceived by her, he must
now actively confront her as an enemy. Peter describes
Edmund’s bravery: “He fought his way through . . . to
reach her. And when he reached her, he had the sense to
bring his sword smashing down on her wand” (176).
Although Edmund is wounded terribly, he has taken
another step toward the better. He has faced his worst
enemy and won. When Aslan and the girls reach him,
Lucy gives him a drop of cordial from her bottle. The
healing liquid restores him and Lucy sees that he looks
better than he has since before he went away to the
school where things had first gone wrong. He has
“become his real old self again” (177).
After the four children win the battle and are
crowned kings and queens of Narnia, they reign for
many years. The description of Edmund after he has
become king shows how he continues to grow even
after this battle. He is described as “graver and quieter
than Peter, and great in council and judgement. He was
called King Edmund the Just” (181). One example of
his wisdom as King is in The Horse and His Boy
(HHB), where Shasta accidentally overhears an
important conversation meant for other people. Shasta
says to King Edmund, “I was no traitor, really I wasn’t”
(171). King Edmund believes him, and forgives any
wrongdoing on Shasta’s part, while at the same time

giving him this advice: “I know now that you were no
traitor, boy . . . But if you would not be taken for one,
another time try not to hear what’s meant for other ears”
(171). Edmund has come to the place where he can
guide others. He has been through the paths of a traitor,
but has come out, and can warn others of the dangers
that lie therein.
King Edmund also offers wisdom in the incident
with Rabadash, the prince of Calormene who tries to
overthrow King Lune at his castle of Anvard. Edmund
is fiercely angry with Rabadash for his treacherous act
against the city, and is willing to fight him again. But
then he remembers his own act of treachery and the
forgiveness that has changed his life. When they are
discussing what to do with the prince, he makes this
comment, “But even a traitor may mend. I have known
one that did” (HHB 205-206). This comment proves
that Edmund has continued to reflect on and grow from
his experience. He is aware of the possibility of change
in others, and is willing to take a risk with someone else
for the sake of redemption.
Edmund as a character changes from a pleasure
seeking, self-gratifying boy to a wise and just man. His
journey has been long and hard, and it has led him
down a subtle path into the treachery and deceit of Hell
before he could begin to see the true way. As a
character, Edmund seems to be much the better for his
hard experiences; like a wise person, he has used those
times to change and grow. His final appearances as a
character prove that he has gone through a lasting
transformation that has continued into his adulthood.
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SECOND PLACE STUDENT ESSAY

A Matter of Chivalry: C.S. Lewis’s Response to Pacifism
and the Just War Theory
Peter Barrett

There is no political solution to the problem of sin. Not even a justified war could end all wars; not even pacifism
could bring lasting peace. So our first concern . . . should be what we can do to support ambassadors of the gospel, and those
other people of good will, who care for the people who suffer.”
—J. Budzisewski

“Whenever the actual historical situation sharpens the issue, the debate whether the Christian Church is, or ought to be, pacifist
is carried on with fresh vigor both inside and outside the Christian community.”
—Reinhold Niebuhr

A new trend in public debate has emerged in recent
years. Anymore, when a major issue is discussed or a
controversial topic raised, a certain degree of relevance
and validity is awarded to one’s argumentation when it
is put in the context of September 11th. “In the wake of
9/11” is a preface heard so often these days. Why is
this? Perhaps the geo-political landscape of our present
age was altered in such dramatic fashion by the horrific
events of September, 2001 that our basic
presuppositions of war and peace were challenged. Our
views of life and death, violence and justice, and
perhaps especially terror and freedom, have been
questioned and further examined. The never-ending
debate between pacifism and the just-war theory has
once again gained significant attention. In order to
further clarify and contextualize the core creeds and
values Christians hold, it is essential that these
important issues are fully explored and understood. The
ambiguous ‘war on terror’ has elicited questions over
the morality of ensuring liberty through the use of
violence. The recent U.S. military intervention in Iraq
has stimulated a renewed interest in the discussion of
the possibility of a just war. As Christians search for
biblically grounded answers to these complex
questions, they naturally turn to the great thinkers and
theologians of the past. Since church history boasts a
rich tradition in both pacifism and just war, one must
approach this topic with great vigilance and
discernment. One of the most enlightening scholars on

this subject is C.S. Lewis. As David Downing notes: “In
Christian circles, where an apt quotation by C.S. Lewis
lends a great deal of authority to one’s opinion, it
should not be surprising to hear Lewis cited by both
sides of this issue.” 1 Despite Lewis’s clear bias towards
the just war theory, a further reflection of his writings
reveal a wisdom and perspective that can prove
valuable for all.
C.S. Lewis did not often address political issues.
Besides his well-known essay on pacifism and some
comments on the nature of the state scattered
throughout his works, Lewis attempted to maintain a
decidedly apolitical stance. As Richard John Neuhaus
comments, “Indeed, in many ways he took his stand,
and encouraged others to take their stand, over and
against politics—especially politics as dominated by the
machinations of the modern State.” 2 Lewis prefers to
concentrate on reason and virtue in the hope that they
might ultimately be reflected in the political and
societal structures. His concern was with principles, not
partisan politics or policies. Hence, it is precisely
because Lewis was so detached from the political scene,
that he was able to offers such insight into the larger
issues relating to politics. Though Lewis stayed away
from direct political conversation and was uninterested
in ordinary political affairs, he often commented on
issues of human nature, war and peace, and justice and
morality. He understood that people are not free
floating individuals but must belong to a society. Lewis
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warned that “Nations, cultures, arts, civilizations—these
are mortal, and their life is to ours as the life of a gnat,
they are mortal and finite.” 3 Yet, he still understood the
need to make judgments about governments. Lewis
writes that “the practical problem in Christian politics is
not that of drawing up schemes for a Christian society,
but that of living as innocently as we can with
unbelieving fellow—subjects under unbelieving rules
who will never be perfectly wise and good and who will
sometimes be very wicked and very foolish.” 4 He
warned of the all-consuming nature of the search for
political answers and solutions. Lewis writes that “a
man may have to die for his country: but no man must
in any exclusive sense live for his country. He who
surrenders himself without reservation to the temporal
claims of a nation, or a party, or a class is rendering to
Caesar that which, of all things, most emphatically
belongs to God: himself.” 5 Instead of dwelling on
things temporary, he encourages man to pursue the
more significant and eternal issues of the soul. Lewis
implied that it is love and morality that should define
politics, not visa versa.
Lewis recognizes that an inherent danger exists in
the state. For when man attempts to mix a personal
quest for virtue with power politics he is likely to deify
himself. When fallen man decrees morality, nothing less
than a dictatorship is created. For the political realm
should seek justice, not virtue. On this point Lewis
notes, “Of all tyrannies a tyranny sincerely exercised for
the good of its victims may be the most oppressive. It
may be better to live under robber barons than under
omnipotent moral busybodies.” 6 Although Lewis
warned against the distractions and potential dangers
inherent in politics, he certainly saw the need for
government. He also saw the moral importance of
issues relating to war and peace. It can be deduced from
Lewis’s writings that he regarded the conflict within the
souls of men to have equal if not higher importance
than discussing the viability of one political position
over another. “Christianity, with its claims in one way
personal and in another way ecumenical and both ways
antithetical to omnicompetent government, must always
in fact . . . be treated as an enemy. Like learning, like
the family, like any ancient and liberal profession, like
the common law, it gives the individual a standing
ground against the state.” 7
When it comes to issues of war and peace, Lewis
observed that the same principles of morality must
apply to the injustices of war as to injustices inherent in
daily life. He noted that war does not create any new
situations, instead “it simply aggravates the permanent
human situation so that we can no longer ignore it.”8 To
assume that the ideas and essential questions associated
with the pacifist and just war debate are any different
than those which our souls must wrestle with daily, is
according to Lewis clearly lacking any sort of

perspective. This question of just war and peace simply
takes the issues of morality and applies them to the
larger national level. The same themes of immorality
which are present in wartime make up the sins of
everyday life.
After the Nazi invasion of Poland and England’s
declaration of war on Germany, Lewis cautioned his
brother about making the assumption that God is on
‘our side’. In a letter to his brother, he wrote about his
experience in church that day: “In the litany this
morning we had some extra petitions, one of which was
‘prosper, O Lord, our righteous cause . . .’ When I met
the [the reverend] on the porch, I ventured to protest
against the audacity of informing God that our cause
was righteous.” 9 Lewis insightfully observes that there
is a natural inclination for man to assume that the
Scriptures mandate a particular political action. Each
persons can error in assuming that his way is the correct
method for social change. By too fiercely arguing the
validity of one side, man often falls into the trap of
attempting to “turn the present world from a place of
pilgrimage into a permanent city satisfying the soul” 10
Lewis warns against relying on the ideologies of the
world to change society.
Even though he clearly sees war as a viable option,
he nonetheless recognizes that “all parties [admit] that
war is very disagreeable” 11. Pacifists regard war as
inherently doing more harm than good. Thus, it can be
argued, that they are simply striving to live a moral life
void of evil. Lewis disagrees with this line of reasoning
and notes that fallen human beings are prone to justify
their actions in order that they need not suffer
hardships. He warns us to be on our guard against
rationalizing and reducing complexities for the sake of
comfort and ease. Lewis personally experienced war
and remembers the pain and suffering he went through.
In a letter written to his brother, Warren, Lewis recalls
his military days: “My memories of the last war haunted
my dreams for years. Military service, to be plain,
includes the threat of every temporal evil; pain and
death, which is what we fear from sickness; isolation
form those we love, which is what we fear from exile;
toil under arbitrary masters . . . which is what we fear
from slavery: hunger, thirst and exposure which is what
we fear from poverty. I’m not a pacifist. If its got to be,
it’s got to be. But the flesh is weak and selfish, and I
think death would be much better than to live through
another war.” 12
Lewis was personally acquainted with the hellish
conditions of war and therefore he understood what
drove people to argue their personal view of correct
conduct during war. He realized that pacifists were
under the assumption that war could not lead to
anything good. For Lewis, however, war was certainly
disagreeable, as his personal experience proved, but not
necessarily evil. In Mere Christianity, Lewis deals with
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the concept of how love can, and in some situations,
must be forceful. “For loving myself does not mean that
I ought not to subject myself to punishment—even to
death. If one had committed a murder, the right
Christian thing to do would be to give yourself up to the
police and be hanged. It is therefore perfectly right for a
Christian judge to sentence a man to death or a
Christian to kill an enemy.” 13 Implied in Lewis’s
argument is the assumption that God has given man
authority and power to maintain order. The political and
societal structure should be set up so that “The law must
rise to our standards when we improve and sink to them
when we decay.” 14 Sometimes this necessitates the use
of force when a just cause needs to be defended. Love
does not always mean that one must relinquish arms, for
sometimes love is best expressed in war when justice is
truly accomplished. As Lewis notes his essay, Why I am
not a Pacifist: “The doctrine that war is always a
greater evil seems to imply a materialist ethic, a belief
that death and pain are the greatest evils.” 15 So despite
the fact that war is dreadful, Lewis argues that
sometimes it is necessary to ensure justice and peace.
The pain and suffering that comes from war, he
submits, “shatters the illusion that all is well . . . [and]
that what we have, whether good or bad in itself, is our
own and enough for us.” 16
C.S. Lewis also dealt with the issue of war and
peace in his Screwtape Letters. In this book, the
extremes of pacifism and patriotism present the elderly
tempter, Screwtape, and his accomplish, Wormwood,
with a plethora of diabolical possibilities. The more
sophisticated and experienced Screwtape encourages
his pupil to “consider whether we should make the
patient an extreme patriot or an extreme pacifist. All
extremes . . . are to be encouraged.” 17 Lewis warns that
when a firm conviction of either pacifism or just-war
dictates how and to whom one shows love, then surely
we have allowed evil to conquer love. Later the author
expands on the partisanship that often accompanies
extreme beliefs. Wormwood writes: “let him begin by
treating the Patriotism or the Pacifism as a part of his
religion. Then let him, under the influence of the
partisan spirit, come to regard it as the most important
part. Then quietly and gradually nurse him into the
stage at which religion becomes merely part of the
‘cause’ and his [faith] is valued chiefly for the excellent
arguments it can produce in favour of the British war
effort or of Pacifism.” 18 Lewis wanted to ensure that in
the end a belief in pacifism or the just-war theory would
complement a person’s faith and not undermine it. Love
fails when an adamant belief in a side of an argument,
causes one to hate and disregard the value of another
person, simply because they happen to hold the
opposite opinion. Lewis disagreed with Pacifism, but he
did not hate the pacifist. He comments, “War is a
dreadful thing, and I can respect an honest pacifist,

though I think he is entirely mistaken.” 19
In 1941, C.S. Lewis delivered a lecture to the
pacifist society at Oxford University. He attempted to
answer the question “whether to serve in the wars at the
command of a civil society to which we belong is a
wicked action, or an action morally indifferent, or an
action morally obligatory.” 20 In this lecture, Lewis
argued that pacifism fails to persuade on a number of
levels of judgment including: facts, intuition, reasoning,
and authority. On the issue of authority, Lewis
considered Christian tradition to be against the pacifist
argument. He wrote, “To be a Pacifist, I must part
company with Homor and Virgil, with Plato and
Aristotle, with Zarathustra and the Bhagavad-Gita, with
Cicero and Montaigne, with Iceland and with Egypt.
From this point of view, I am almost tempted to reply to
the Pacifist as Johnson replied to Goldsmith, ‘Nay Sir,
if you will not take the universal opinion of mankind, I
have no more to say.’” 21 Lewis points to the many
political, religious, and literary figures that have
defended the just war theory over the course of history.
While he does not base his whole argument on this fact,
he certainly sees authority as in the favor of the just war
theory. Tony Campolo disagrees. He declares that C.S.
Lewis was weakest in his defense against pacifism,
“Lewis was a Medievalist and didn’t read anything
prior to 300 AD. If he had, he would have discovered
that Tertuillian and Origen were pacifists and the early
church was pacifist.” 22 If Campolo is correct on this
point, Lewis still based his opposition to pacifism on a
variety of points. If he had read these authors, it is safe
to assume that his position would not have changed. His
reasoning behind supporting the just war arguments are
fundamentally linked to his thoughts on love, life, and
reason.
C.S. Lewis acknowledged that war brings
tremendous “misery, suffering, cruelty and
unchastity” 23 but he suggests that “it is also an
opportunity for virtue.” The heated debate between
pacifists and just-war theorists will continue as long as
social debate continues. The differing, and often
contrary, interpretations of violence, justice and love
necessitate fundamentally different conclusions. Each
side emphasizes different virtues. Yet, together they
provide a richer picture of the transcendence and
richness of our God. The Pacifist and Just-War theorist
both serve a God of Love and a God of Justice, a Prince
of Peace and a Consuming Fire. In his book, Present
Concerns, C.S. Lewis introduces the medieval concept
of ‘chivalry’. 24 This idea reminds man of “the double
demand on human nature” found in the complementing
virtues of fierceness and meekness. Chivalry, according
to Lewis, is the character that enables man to be “fierce
to the nth degree and meek to the nth degree.” 25
Perhaps, a chivalrous approach to the debate between
pacifism and just violence would be enlightening and
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appropriate. The Christian community must not allow
itself to be divided by its diversity. Instead, let us apply
this concept of ‘chivalry’. Would it not be better if we
allowed the pacifist to defend with ‘fierceness’ Christ’s
call for agape love? Would we not all be enriched if we
allowed the just-war theorist with ‘meekness’ to
approach the task of combining justice with power? As
the proverb goes: in essentials unity, in non-essentials
liberty, and in all things love.
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THIRD PLACE STUDENT ESSAY

Not a Tame Lion: What This Does and Does Not Mean
Raven Richardson

The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe was
written by C.S. Lewis and published in 1950 as the first
book in the famous children’s series The Chronicles of
Narnia. In The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe
Lewis tells the story of four siblings who find their way
into the land of Narnia through a magical wardrobe.
The story revolves around the children’s interactions
with Aslan the lion, the king of Narnia. Peter, Susan,
Edmund, and Lucy first learn of Aslan through Mr. and
Mrs. Beaver. Lucy assumes Aslan is a man. Upon
discovering he is really a lion, the question is asked,
“’Then he isn’t safe?’ said Lucy. ‘Safe?’ said Mr.
Beaver; ‘don’t you hear what Mrs. Beaver tells you?
Who said anything about safe? ‘Course he isn’t safe.
But he’s good. He’s the King I tell you’” (80). This
description of Aslan as a lion that is unsafe and good at
the same time provides a simple, yet amazingly
complex picture of the nature of Aslan. This somewhat
paradoxical statement prepares the reader for the
presentation of Aslan as a lion that is not tame, yet still
full of goodness. In the concluding chapter of The Lion,
the Witch, and the Wardrobe the narrator tells the
reader,
But amid all these rejoicings Aslan himself
quietly slipped away. And when the Kings and
Queens noticed that he wasn’t there they said
nothing about it. For Mr. Beaver had warned
them, ‘He’ll be coming and going’ he had
said. ‘One day you’ll see him and another you
won’t. He doesn’t like being tied down—and
of course he has other countries to attend to.
It’s quite all right. He’ll often drop in. Only
you mustn’t press him. He’s wild you know.
Not like a tame lion (182).
One of the essential implications of the phrase, “He
is not a tame lion” (30), is the description of Aslan as

unrestrained and independent of the whims of the
individuals around him. In The Voyage of the Dawn
Treader, Coriakin expresses this in telling Lucy,
“‘Gone’, said he, ‘and you and I quite crestfallen. It’s
always like that, you can’t keep him; it’s not as if he
were a tame lion.’” (162). In The Last Battle, Tirian
attempts to explain this concept to the stubborn Dwarfs
by saying, “’Do you think I keep him in my wallet,
fools?’ said Tirian. ‘Who am I that I could make Aslan
appear at my bidding? He’s not a tame lion’” (83). In
these examples of the free nature of Aslan, Lewis may
have been attempting to say something to society. One
of the main ways success is measured in modern society
is by the amount of power and control one has over life.
If something is uncontrolled and wild, it cannot be
beneficial to one’s well-being and success. The correct
attitude toward the uncontrollable nature of life should
be one of humility. When the realization of the
finiteness that makes up humanity hits, the proper
response should be one of thankfulness that God cannot
be tamed or called at personal bidding. If the characters
in The Chronicles of Narnia had been allowed to
control Aslan and have him do all the things they
thought best at the time, Narnia might be a very
different place.
These examples of the spontaneous nature of Aslan
may lead the reader to wonder if there are any restraints
at all on Aslan. Can he really do whatever he pleases,
whenever he pleases? Before this question can be
answered, an important piece of groundwork must be
established in regards to the nature and core of Aslan’s
being. Lewis provides this foundation by emphasizing
throughout the books the intrinsic goodness that makes
up the character of Aslan. Mr. Beaver initially gives us
this insight in the statement referred to earlier, “’Course
he isn’t safe. But he’s good’” (80). The concept of
intrinsic goodness is a difficult one to grasp in an age
where very few things are perceived as entirely good
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and pure. This concept may also appear problematic
because it is paired with the characteristic of Aslan as a
lion that is not tame. In modern times, when something
is referred to as “not tame,” it is assumed that label
gives its object freedom to do whatever is desired.
Often times, even the inhabitants of Narnia are
confused on this aspect of the nature of Aslan. In The
Last Battle one reads, “‘He is not a tame lion,’ said
Tirian. ‘How should we know what he would do?’”
(30). Maybe if Tirian had understood that goodness is
an essential part of who Aslan is, he would have
responded more like Prince Rilian in saying,
“’Doubtless this signifies that Aslan will be our good
lord, whether he means us to live or die’” (191). The
criticality of Aslan’s goodness is expressed most
powerfully by Tirian’s statement, “’Would it not be
better to be dead than to have this horrible fear that
Aslan has come and is not like the Aslan we have
believed in and longed for? It is as if the sun rose one
day and were a black sun’” (30). In describing Aslan as
good to the very core of his being, Lewis was
presenting a beautiful picture of what modern humanity
is desperately seeking. Much of the doubt that is
experienced in the world today towards simple
goodness may be a result of the disappointment that is
often found in things that appear to be “good” only on
the surface. In The Chronicles of Narnia, Lewis
satisfies the readers search for goodness in the character
of Aslan.
So then, if Aslan’s very nature is good, is he bound
to the moral law? How does Aslan’s characteristic of
being an untamed lion play into this issue? In The Last
Battle, Prince Tirian and Jewel have a difficult time
understanding the interplay between the wildness and
the goodness that make up the spirit of Aslan.
Whenever they discover from the Water Rat that the socalled Aslan is commanding the Dryads to be felled in
Lantern Waste, the first response given is one of
disbelief that Aslan could be commanding such horrible
things. Tirian and Jewel seem to accept this evil
behavior as good and they attribute it to the wild,
untamed nature of Aslan. This is seen in the comment,
“’I don’t know’, said Jewel miserably. ‘He’s not a tame
lion’” (25). Tirian and Jewel should have recognized
that as an intrinsically good being, Aslan would never
wish or command anything that was evil, even though
he might have the power to do so. In this sense, the
moral law can be seen as an expression and outgrowth
of Aslan’s nature. Lewis may have attempted to convey
this point to the readers in the episode of Aslan’s
sacrificial death for Edmund. When a suggestion was
made by Susan to try and find a way to avoid the
consequences of the moral law of Narnia, the response
given to her was, “‘Work against the Emperor’s
Magic?’ said Aslan, turning to her with something like
a frown on his face. And nobody ever made that

suggestion to him again” (142). This simple incident
suggests that disobeying the moral law was as contrary
to Aslan’s nature as acting in an evil and self-serving
way. Rather than being bound to the moral law, maybe
the moral law is bound to the inherent goodness of
Aslan.
Because Aslan is innately good, it can be assumed
that he will always act out of this goodness. No matter
what the time, place, or situation, Aslan’s motives and
actions will always come out of his nature of goodness.
While many characters in The Chronicles of Narnia
may have a difficult time grasping this concept, others
handle it excellently. One of these characters is the
Marsh-Wiggle, Puddleglum. Because of his somewhat
pessimistic personality, his faith in the goodness of
Aslan is given a wonderful backdrop to shine against. In
The Silver Chair, Puddleglum reminds Jill and Eustace
that they must obey Aslan’s orders, even though Aslan
did not reveal what the outcome of their obedience
would be. This incident gives the reader a reminder of
Puddleglum’s confidence in Aslan’s nature of goodness.
If Aslan always does what is good and best in every
situation, how then can it be said that he is not a tame
lion? It may seem to some that these two concepts
might be in direct contradiction of each other. Because
of Aslan’s constant goodness, it could be assumed that
he is somewhat predictable. This fact seems to
challenge Aslan’s presentation as a lion that is not tame.
Lewis gives the readers a great insight into how these
two dynamics, one of unrestrained power and one of
unchanging goodness, go hand in hand. Lewis says in
The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, “People who
have not been in Narnia sometimes think that a thing
cannot be good and terrible at the same time” (126).
This is a problem not only in Narnia, which can be seen
in Tirian and Jewel’s confusion regarding the evil
actions of the fake Aslan, but also in modern society;
humanity longs for things to be either-or. Whenever a
paradox is presented, the common trend is to dismiss it
as too confusing or time-consuming. What the
inhabitants of Narnia and many people in our world
today need to realize is that the concept of divine
goodness they possess may not be a complete picture of
what divine goodness really is. Whether in Narnia or on
Earth, this discrepancy between what may seem to be
divinely good and what really is divinely good can lead
to some interesting paradoxes. At times, something that
is assumed to be divinely good can actually be, in the
eyes of an all-knowing God, not good at all. Also, what
may seem to God as the best possible thing that could
happen is known as horrible tragedy to others. Does this
then mean that one can never really know what is
divinely good? The answer to that question is a
negative. In The Problem of Pain, Lewis points out,
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Divine goodness differs from ours, but it is not
sheerly different; it differs from ours not as
white from black, but as a perfect circle from a
child’s first attempt to draw a wheel. But when
the child has learned to draw, it will know that
the circle it then makes is what it was trying to
make from the very beginning (35).
If Tirian and Jewel had understood this simple
component regarding the divine goodness of Aslan,
then maybe they would have had a better time
recognizing the evil actions of the false Aslan for what
they were. Aslan is not a tame lion and has the freedom
to work and move in many different ways, but there is
always the solid assurance that no matter how he comes,
in whatever wild and unexpected way he might choose,
he will always be good and always be Aslan.
What exactly does the phrase, “He’s not a tame
lion” (30) mean, and what does it not mean? How does
this concept apply to life in a modern society where
freedom from all restraints is valued above all else?
Lewis may have been trying to explain to his audiences
that the root of the desire for the untamed life can only
be found in the human embodiment of goodness, Jesus
Christ. The untamed life is not a life of unrestrained
passions and passing emotions. Through the life of
Christ, it can be seen that goodness leads to true
freedom. In The Chronicles of Narnia, Lewis gives an
inspiring portrayal of that true freedom and goodness in
the character of Aslan, the King of Narnia.

Silent Music: The Letters of Ruth Pitter
Don King

Although Ruth Pitter (1897-1992) is not well
known, her credentials as a poet are extensive, and in
England from the mid 1930’s to the mid 1970’s she
maintained a modest yet loyal readership. 1 In total she
produced eighteen volumes of new and collected verse.2
Her A Trophy of Arms (1936) won the Hawthornden
Prize for Poetry in 1937, and in 1954 she was awarded
the William E. Heinemann Award for The Ermine
(1953). Most notably, perhaps, she became the first
woman to receive the Queen’s Gold Medal for Poetry in
1955; this unprecedented event merited a personal
audience with the queen. Furthermore, from 1946 to
1972 she was often a guest on BBC radio programs,
and from 1956 to 1960 she appeared regularly on the
BBC’s The Brains Trust, one of the first television
“talk” programs; her thoughtful comments on the wide
range of issues discussed by the panelists were a
favorite among viewers. In 1974 The Royal Society of
Literature elected her to its highest honor, a Companion
of Literature, and in 1979 she received her last national
award when she was appointed a Commander of the
British Empire. 3
In spite of this high regard, however, Pitter lived
most of her life in relative obscurity since she did not
found a new school or participate in the modernist
movement heralded by T. S. Eliot and Ezra Pound.
However, she worked at her craft in a quiet, consistent,
and deliberate fashion. She writes about this in “There
is a Spirit,” the preface to Poems: 1926-1966:
My purpose [as a poet] has never varied . . . It
has been simply to capture and express some
of the secret meanings which haunt life and
language: the silent music, the dance in
stillness, the hints and echoes and messages of
which everything is full; the smile on the face
of the tiger, or of the Bernini seraph. The
silent music is within oneself too, or it would
not be detected elsewhere. In the face of
mundane joy it says “. . . but all the same”!
and in the face of horror “. . . but all the
same!” As though the normal targets of
consciousness were somehow unreal; life,

bursting with its secret, sits hugging itself until
we have read the riddle. (xi-xii)
Accordingly, it is ironic that in spite of critical acclaim
and an impressive body of work, there exists no
collection of her letters, no critical biography, and no
comprehensive critical evaluation of her poetry. While
this is not the place to remedy all these deficiencies, the
letters discussed here offer an initial biographical
insight into Pitter’s aesthetic, intellectual, moral, and
spiritual life.
Pitter, in spite of earning her living as an artisan
(doing ornamental painting on furniture, glassware, and
trays) and having to work very hard in order to make
ends meet, 4 was a voluminous letter writer. Her
correspondents read like a “Who’s Who” of twentiethcentury British literary luminaries, including A. R.
Orage, Hiliare Belloc, Marianne Moore, Walter de la
Mare, Julian Huxley, Hugh MacDiarmid, John
Masefield, Phillip and Ottoline Morrell, Herbert
Palmer, C.S. Lewis, Owen Barfield, James Stephens,
Richard Church, Stephen Tennant, Dorothy L. Sayers,
Siegfried Sassoon, Lawrence Whistler, Virginia
Sackville-West, Lord David Cecil, Roy Campbell, John
Gawsworth, Constance Sitwell, Arthur W. Russell,
Hallam Tennyson, Evelyn Waugh, John Wain, Hugo
Dyson, Adam Fox, Kathleen Raine, and Australian
Nettie Vance.
Three writers in particular dominate her
correspondence: Lord David Cecil, C.S. Lewis, and A.
W. Russell. 5 Pitter’s correspondence to Lord David
Cecil 6 (1902-1986) actually begins with a letter to his
wife, Rachel, on Mar. 7, 1939, in which Pitter
congratulates Lady Cecil on the birth of her son,
Jonathan; Pitter adds that she genuinely admires her
husband’s recent book: “I must write soon to your
husband to tell him how much I admire and enjoy his
book [The Young Melbourne, 1939].”7 What eventually
resulted was a warm friendship and correspondence
(including almost sixty letters) between Pitter and the
Cecils that lasted until the end of his life. David Cecil
found deep satisfaction her poetry. For instance, he
writes (October? 1939):
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I hope you will forgive a total stranger writing
to you. But I feel I must tell you how very
beautiful I think your poems [A Trophy of
Arms]. I read them last week in a fit of drab
depression brought on by the condition of the
world: and I cannot tell you what a ray of light
spread out on my horizon to discover that
some one cared still to write such firm
spontaneous glowing poetry—could feel the
essential normal beauties of soul & body, so
freshly, so strongly, so unsentimentally. I read
you’re A Mad Lady’s Garland too & had liked
that very much especially the “Fowls
Terrestrial & Celestrial”: but in your new
book you have soared still higher. Thank you
very, very much. 8

with you rare abstract & symbolic manner” (Dec.?
1940). In addition, Cecil’s recognition gave her simple
delight—the delight anyone laboring in relative
obscurity deeply cherishes.
To him she also freely admits to the struggles she
faced living in World War II London during the Blitz,
commenting at various times on how her ornamental
painting business was nearing collapse as well as the
constant threat of bombing. On July 17, 1941, she
writes:

I need must tell you how honoured &
delighted I was to receive your present. I have
read it with very great pleasure. Perhaps you
are right; I do not know if I admired anything
in it as much as I admired some things in The
Trophy of Arms. But—& I say with this in all
sincerity—I enjoyed The Spirit Watches more
than the work of any other poet now writing in
English. It is partly the exquisite
accomplishment of your craftsmanship; it is
still more a sort of deep aloof severity of
sentiment, which heals & strengthens the
heart. And God knows one is grateful for that
today.

The last three raids in London were not nice to
be in. That of April 16 (I believe I wrote to
you during its early stages) was not so bad,
because we had a lot of action in the
immediate neighbourhood and had to get busy.
But the one three days afterwards was horrid. I
had a bad reaction by then, and there was
nothing quite close, so I sat in the cellar and
had the horrors. The May one, when the
House of Commons was hit, seemed very bad
here: though there was nothing close by, they
must have been using very heavy stuff, for the
earth seemed convulsed. I don’t like to think
my nerve is going, after living through so
much . . . The poor old Church! There is only
a fragment left, but that fragment does contain
the finest tomb of all. Sir H. Sloane’s
monument at the SE corner of the site is also
perfectly intact. I think this was a man so
fortunate that his good luck even extends thus
far, when nearly all else on the spot is blasted
to powder. We picked up sundry old bones,
fallen out of the walls, no doubt. How little the
possessors could have imagined this disaster
to their relics! One poor gentleman, tolerably
complete, was put into a dustbin pro. tem. My
niece, who is doing orthopedics, said he must
have waddled in his gait, and gave the reasons.
Most strange, to see a blooming girl of 18
standing among the shattered tombs with an
old thighbone in her hand, calmly discoursing
upon it: and yet with reverence and regret too.

Lacking a university education, Pitter found the
enthusiastic support of a scholar like Cecil a great
encouragement both aesthetically and intellectually; his
praise of her poetry validated, nourished, and affirmed
her as nothing else could have. We can only imagine
the genuine pleasure she felt when reading passages
from Cecil’s letters such as: “Your poems have always
been able to move me in a way no other poems of our
day do: & these are no exception. Indeed, you seem, if I
may say so, to here combine the two strongest [elements
of your writing] in a way they have not been combined
before—I mean your beautifully exact descriptive style,

Pitter’s love of gardening also comes through in her
letters to Cecil: “You ask if I have ever been a full-time
gardener—no, but I could and would be nothing else if
free to do so; I am sure I have the strength and skill
enough; only I think I should subside into a vegetable
peace almost without individuality; I should be happy,
but it might not be right. My present habit of spending
about 3 days out of 14 wholly in cultivating food suits
the mind very well” (July 13, 1942). Indeed, Pitter’s
deep love for nature, reflected frequently in her poetry,
found practical expression throughout her life in the
many gardens she maintained.

On Nov. 27, 1939, Pitter replies to Cecil: “Many and
heartfelt thanks for your delightful letter, which affords
me more pleasure and sustenance than I can express. I
shall place it among my few treasures—few, because I
am no letter-keeper in general. What you say about the
severity of sentiment in my work fortifies me
exceedingly, since I well know that to deserve this I
must have traveled a long way from the beginnings of
poetry in me.” About her The Spirit Watches, Cecil
writes (Summer? 1940):
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The extent of their friendship is illustrated by
letters arranging visits to each other, discussions about
numerous literary topics and personalities, comments
about the books each was writing, reflections on family
matters, and observations about current news items. For
example, Cecil writes on April 2, 1945: “This is only to
say how beautiful I find your new volume [The Bridge].
I had of course seen several before—notably ‘The Swan
Bathing’ . . . but I read this again with enhanced
pleasure; & what beautiful reviews there are! ‘The
Estuary’ seems to me a perfect piece of writing & there
are several others as good—‘The Coloured Glass’ &
‘Hoverfly on Poppy.’ And the ‘Cygnet’ is very fine. I
don’t feel I have much to say—You know how deeply I
admire your art: & how it speaks to my heart as well as
my taste.” In June 1954 Pitter writes and invites Cecil
to recuperate at her home after he suffered an injury:
“You have had a bad shaking, though I was very glad to
hear there was no bad break. I have been thinking—
since you were so kind as to say you liked being here,
would it be of any service to stay here for a few days, or
as long as you like, in all simplicity, as if you were
staying with your old nurse? You could have the
parlour and little bedroom up-stairs, and sit there, or
with us in the workroom, just as you pleased.” About
Cecil’s book, The Cecils of Hatfield House: An English
Ruling Family (1973), Pitter remarks: “The book has
been quite an obsession with me from the first minute I
could get alone with it. For the first time in my life I
have a clearly detailed and judicious account of the
great Queen [Elizabeth I], and have been able to realize
her vicissitudes, her genius in combating them, her
utterly unique personality” (Oct. 31, 1973).
Pitter, who never married, may have found in Cecil
the kind of friendship that rarely occurs between an
unmarried woman and a married man. Two late letters
suggest this. On Dec. 28, 1978 she writes Cecil about
the aging process: “Oh, does your sense of the unearthly
fade? For you yourself are not very earthly, at least to
me and I am sure to many others. I could feel you about
long before I knew you—in adolescence I was sure
there was something—someone—a child? Not very
many miles to the north.” Then in 1985 near her eightyeighth birthday, she tells him: “Do you know, I dreamed
of you the other night. We were walking in a great wide
bare park—very like Windsor Great Park—and we
found (improbably) a plant of wild strawberry with
flowers fruit, which we made into a little posy and did
not eat the fruit because it was so pretty. How sensitive
this was of us.” With Cecil’s death the following year,
Pitter lost a cherished friend and an earnest, if
physically detached, emotional support.
Pitter first became aware of C.S. Lewis through
their mutual friend, David Cecil. On Feb. 1, 1941, Cecil
writes Pitter: “I shared [your poetry] with C.S. Lewis
the teacher of literature at Magdalen here & a very

remarkable man—he wrote a book on medieval
romance called The Allegory of Love, which is a superb
piece of vital, vivid criticism—& he was deeply struck
& went off to buy your poems.” On April 16, 1941,
Pitter writes Cecil: “I am much interested and honoured
by what you tell me of C.S. Lewis. I shall indeed like to
have his book [The Allegory of Love].” A year later
Cecil writes: “Did I tell you C.S. Lewis of Magdalen
College is far the most brilliant English Literature man
in Oxford, admired your work so earnestly when I
showed him” (Summer 1942?). In spite of Cecil’s
comments about how Lewis appreciated Pitter’s poetry,
she only becomes excited about Lewis Later after she
acquires and reads The Screwtape Letters; she writes
Cecil: “I found the book which has excited me more
than anything has done for a long time—“The
Screwtape Letters” . . . I do hope you have read it. He
must be a phoenix; it says in the book that he is a
Fellow, I forget of which college, but am nearly sure it
is an Oxford one, so very likely you know him. I have
actually bought the book” (July 13, 1942).
Shortly after this, she heard his BBC radio
broadcasts (later published as Mere Christianity). While
she was brought up in a nominal Christian family, her
own faith only became energized after hearing Lewis on
the radio. Depressed after a hard day’s work in a
wartime munitions factory, she recalls that she
wondered if she could go on:
There were air raids at night. The factory was
dark and dirty. And I remember thinking—
well—I must find somebody or something
because like this I cannot go on. I stopped in
the middle of Battersea Bridge one dreadful
March night when it was cold, and the wind
was howling over the bridge, and it was as
dark as the pit, and I stood and leaned against
the parapet and thought—like this I cannot go
on. And it didn’t come to me at once but some
time afterwards I heard the broadcast talks of
C.S. Lewis, and I at once grappled them to my
soul, as Shakespeare says. And I used to
assemble the family to hear because I thought
that they were so good that even from the
point of view of enjoyment people shouldn’t
miss them, and I got every word of his that I
could, and I could see by hard argument there
was only the one way for it. I had to be
intellectually satisfied as well as emotionally
because at that time of life one doesn’t just fall
into it in adolescent emotion, and I was
satisfied at every point that it was the one way
and the hard way to do things. 9
Throughout her life she claimed the broadcast talks did
much to deliver her from the despair she felt about to
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consume her as the war was coming to an end.
Lewis first began corresponding with Pitter in
1946. According to Pitter, she had sought an
introduction through a mutual friend, Herbert Palmer.
In spite of the fact that she was by this time an
established poet, she recalls that in early July 1946 she
wrote Lewis with “trepidation.” On July 13, 1946 Lewis
replied with typical humor and gently mocked her being
“trepident” about meeting a middle aged don. 10 After
this first meeting, Pitter wrote Lewis on July 17, 1946:
I have hunted these out [The Spirit Watches, A
Mad Lady’s Garland, and The Bridge]
wishing you to see something more recent than
the “Trophy,” and particularly that you should
see “A Mad Lady’s Garland,” which though
only grotesque & satirical (with the exception
of “Fowls Celestial and Terrestrial,” included
as a deliberate archaism) I think is my best &
most original. Please keep the other two if you
have a mind to them, but perhaps I may have
the “Garland” back some time, as it is the only
copy I have bar the American. My visit to you
has discountenanced all the gypsy’s warnings
of people who say “never meet your favourite
authors. They are so disappointing. 11
In total, between July 1946 and August 1962 Lewis
wrote Pitter sixty-three letters. Pitter had the foresight
to keep his letters and in the late 1960’s she deposited
them in the Bodleian Library; in addition to Lewis’s
letters, she also included a journal in which she tried to
recall the context of his letters (in one she writes: “Drat
the man for destroying letters.”). 12
Elsewhere I have reviewed the correspondence
between Lewis and Pitter that focused upon poetry, so
here I will highlight their other topics of discussion. 13
Many of Lewis’s letters attempt to arrange lunch
meetings with Pitter and others. For instance, on Sept.
24, 1946, Lewis writes and invites her to lunch along
with the Cecils and Hugo Dyson, who was a particular
admirer of her poetry. 14 Pitter, in recalling this
luncheon, writes: “I remember at this lunch Mr.
Dyson’s saying ‘Can’t we devise something that will get
her here to Oxford’? and feeling my chronic Jude-theObscure syndrome somewhat alleviated.”15 Later Lewis
writes and regrets her having been in Oxford and their
not being able to meet for lunch so they could read their
poetry to each other (Aug. 13, 1949). 16 A month later
Lewis thanks her for a luncheon she gave him; he was
particularly thankful for the delightful home grown fruit
she provided but regretted he was unable to make
friends with her cat, Blitzekatze (Sept. 22, 1949). 17
Pitter recalls: “Lewis came with Owen Barfield to lunch
in Chelsea . . . The ‘cornucopia’ allusion—it was
autumn, and I had taken some trouble to bring from the

fruity Essex bower the richest specimens of grapes,
pears, plums, & peaches: we arranged them on a large
silver tray with sprays of vine-leaves, etc. The
Blitzekatze was our cat.” 18 While there is no way to
establish with certainty the exact number of times Pitter
and Lewis dined together during their friendship—
always, it appears, with others also in attendance—it is
safe to say such meetings ranged in the dozens.
Pitter’s correspondence with Lewis touches on
many other topics. For instance, on one occasion Pitter,
knowing of Lewis’s delight in grapes, sends him some
from her own vines. Sadly, he is away when the grapes
arrive. Pitter recalls: “I had noticed that Lewis had a
special feeling about grapes. So have I. Of all fruits
they are the most wholesome, grateful, beautiful,
various: the plant is ‘de tonte beaute,’ the modest
flower ravishing in scent: then there is wine . . . And
most of all, the sacred associations & imagery. I had
sent Lewis a sample of a specially highly flavoured
grape . . . but the luck was out” (Sept. 26, 1948). 19 In
May 1953 Lewis congratulates Pitter on her new book
The Ermine, noting that a number of the poems are
subtle yet powerful affirmations of religious belief. 20
Pitter notes: “I suppose this was my first book after
becoming a practicing Xtian. Does the change spoil a
poet? I do not try to write anything explicitly Xtian,
rather believing that all work (if good) is to the glory of
God: though some people find fault with this attitude.
One very good friend of mine, a truly pious farmer,
challenged me on this subject. I could have retorted,
“Well, why don’t you sow ‘God is Love’ in radishes
across your wheatfields, so that it can be read from the
air?” 21 Later the same year, in response to a request by
Pitter, Lewis writes and for the first time addresses her
as “Ruth” rather than “Miss Pitter”; in addition, for the
first time he signs his letter “Jack.” 22 Pitter writes: “I
had now known Lewis for seven years (I had asked “if I
might now have Rachel,” alluding to Jacob’s seven-year
service), and thought perhaps he would not mind if we
now used Xtian names.” 23
Toward the end of 1953 Pitter moved from Chelsea
to Long Crendon, a village only a short drive from
Oxford. Although she entertained hopes of more
frequent visits with Lewis, in fact his growing
relationship with Joy Davidman mitigated against such
hopes. On Jan. 26, 1954, Lewis arranges for the three of
them to dine together at the Eastgate Hotel in Oxford;
in her most terse journal entry, Pitter writes: “It was at
this luncheon that I met Mrs. Gresham for the first and
last time.” 24 In spite of Lewis’s best intentions, there is
no evidence the two women he most cared about ever
warmed to the other. 25 Still, Lewis and Pitter continued
to write. For example, prior to his move to accept a
professorship at Cambridge, Pitter recalls: “On the eve
of his translation to Cambridge I asked with spiteful
relish what he was going to do to certain persons whose
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ideas I disliked (little as I knew them26), and he replied
that it was rather a question of what they would do to
him” (Mar. 5, 1955). 27 During another visit to Pitter,
Lewis scrupled to eat a pork pie she had prepared
especially for him. Pitter notes: “I remember taking
great pains to make a Raised Pork Pie, whose goodness
surprised even myself, when Lewis was coming to
lunch, only to find that he was reluctant to eat meat on a
Friday (I had forgotten) and would hardly do more than
taste it” (Mar. 19, 1955). 28 On Jan. 28, 1957, Lewis
wrote Pitter about his wife’s cancer. 29 In her journal
Pitter recalls:
I had of course seen the announcement of his
marriage and (so tragically soon after) the
news of his wife’s illness. Not being near
enough to help practically (supposing this
would have been acceptable) I thought it best
not to bother him, except for an occasional
brief message requiring no reply. I had been
taught in youth that a woman’s friendship with
a married man must be by grace and favour of
his wife, and as Joy recovered and lived on so
amazingly, I did from time to time write to
her: but there was never any reply, so I
decided to be thankful for this correspondence
and friendship with so rare a creature as
Lewis, and to leave it at that. 30
In addition to her journal recollections of the
correspondence with Lewis, Pitter’s thoughts and
feelings about Lewis are peppered throughout her
correspondence to others and will be fascinating to
readers seeking additional biographical information
about him.
Arthur Wolseley Russell (1908-1990) was a BBC
producer who not only produced a number of Pitter’s
radio broadcasts but also became a close personal
friend. 31 Moreover, during the years of their friendship,
Russell, who was a poet and lyricist, sent many of his
poems to Pitter and asked for her critiques. In her
second letter to Russell, Pitter writes: “Many thanks . . .
for the poems, which I have read with real pleasure. I
like the close forms and good workmanship, also the
vivid observation. You certainly have a gift” (April 12,
1955). 32 Her reference to his having a “gift” is the
highest praise that she ever extends to the many people
who sent her poems and asked for her opinion. In
almost every letter Pitter writes to Russell (over 175)
she offers specific critiques of poems he has sent. On
Aug. 15, 1957 she writes: “The little ‘Truant’s Song’ is
lovely. I would not have it different; it is like the
midges’ flight, so delicate, really more poetical than the
manly exercises. There is enough rhyme to content the
ear, and the rest is like a silk scarf softly waved.” 33
Pitter, however, does more than simply praise Russell’s

work, offering constructive criticism as merited. In a
discussion of epithets, Pitter writes: “Your epithets are
always highly aware and usually choice and exact. But I
do wonder whether you are getting too technical” (Oct.
22, 1960). 34
Countless other letters have a literary focus, often
with Pitter reflecting on the state of modern British
poetry, criticizing herself for her poetic inactivity or
venting some of her frustrations with the direction of
poetry publications. For instance, Pitter’s distaste for
modern poetry in general and T. S. Eliot’s in particular
was not simply reactionary. Indeed, she believed Eliot
“had the gift,” and this was especially disturbing to her:
The Eliot part is ticklish. Here is a man, not
English by birth, coming from far and bringing
what is to me a strange and great disaster to
that English poetry which is the treasure of
humble and the spiritual flower of a very great
people, taking it away from the common man
(whom he quite unconsciously but quite
evidently despises) and making it the province
of the few, and the snobbish few at that. This
is quite horrible, and yet here also is a man, a
kind, good, and much-afflicted man, who is
my fellow-Christian and my old acquaintance
. . . The conflict in me is real and fierce. If he
were no poet there would be no conflict, but
he has the gift, and this fact makes the battle in
me one of angels and demons. I truly think
him wrong, and my own spirit of
unforgiveness (my besetting sin) keeps me on
the horns of the dilemma which only charity
can resolve. When I accosted him at the busstop (on the one day of many months that I
was in London) it was an act of contrition on
my part as much as a gesture of high spirits. It
was not a light thing to me at all, though I
laughed at it, and his positively gay aplomb,
courteous kindness, and lighthearted disregard
of being in the crowded street, were all very
good. When I lived in Chelsea I often met him
at the early Communion service at the Old
Church. Something is here for tears, and I
don’t understand it yet. (Aug. 24, 1955) 35
About her own writing lethargy, she says: “There has
been nothing doing in my literary life, except the
inevitable wodges of bad poetry now & then, but . . . I
have been trying to write poetry by will-power. I doubt
if it’s any good, but Arthur, there’s one thing about the
mere trying: the stuff runs in your head so that at least
you are engaged in it, and all the time it runs it’s
shedding various impurities” (Mar. 19, 1962). 36 About
difficulties Russell is encountering in getting his own
poetry into print, Pitter reflects: “It’s horribly
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depressing now, the way poetry has to sneak in
unheralded. Oh, wasn’t it lovely when all the toshing
little books got their prompt review, and never a harsh
word either . . . ‘Miss Pitter’s dainty lays (or even fairy
chimes) would make the most delightful Christmas
present….such value at 3/6, too.’ Now they lump us all
together, a dozen in a ¼ column, six months late, if
we’re lucky. The thankless Muse” (Nov. 16, 1965). 37
Other letters offer wonderfully detailed verbal
pictures of events in her life. After a fall in which she
broke her left wrist, she had to pay regular visits to the
Radcliffe Infirmary in Oxford, and she draws a vivid
picture of the place: “I’ve been paying a weekly visit to
Casualty at the Radcliffe; goodness, it is old-fashioned
there still. One has to walk in past the mortuary, and
coffins are whisked by quite briskly, owing no doubt to
all the traffic accidents. The porter lounges on a bench,
just like Hogarth’s ‘Gin Lane,’ with one of the
peculiarly acrid, gritty old Oxford whores draped round
him in broad daylight; interns row over pinched
blankets, etc., people are carried past moaning, and
babies pee on the floor” (June 16, 1962). 38 In 1971
Pitter wrote a mystery play in six episodes that came to
be performed annually by members of her local parish
church. Three years later she writes Russell about the
preparation for this play, offering insight into the
characters of some of the performers:
We have just finished the run of our “mystery”
plays; I have been trying to get to as many
rehearsals as possible in order to catch faults
due to not quite understanding the old texts,
etc., and also I was nabbed to take the part of
a neighbour who died. It was quite respectable
in the end, and the music was A1, being all
mediaeval (due to musically learned vicar),
but a number of the leading parts were nabbed
at the very outset three seasons ago by
amateur actors, all conceit and no talents; I am
afraid nothing but death will shift them, and
they kill their parts stone dead. The way to
cast these things is to watch the village for the
right types, then persecute them until they
agree to try. I never imagined people could be
so childishly vain and blind. At least one gets
to know a few of the facts of life. (May 15,
1974) 39
Regarding the return of spring, she writes: “Toads
mating in ponds; you could see them coming through
the undergrowth, their eyes shinning, waiting till there
were no humans about. They get very ratty if one
interferes—I’ve seen them get up on all fours and rush
at one, croaking desperately” (April 26, 1975). 40
Many of her letters to Russell also thank him for
arranging her appearances on numerous BBC Radio

programs such as the Woman’s Hour and London
Calling Asia. After one appearance, she writes Russell:
I’m not surprised that I sounded brighter on
“Woman’s Hour.” It is the Light Programme,
and they do their utmost to keep it bright;
rather too much, I think. Then their method,
treating the day’s programme rather like a big
newspaper, getting everyone together for final
rehearsal & lunch, & broadcasting everything
live as far as possible—this means that
everyone knows everyone else and rather a
party atmosphere is developed. But also there
is the fact that I’m getting more at home with
the mike. (Oct. 17, 1956) 41
Later on, in part through Russell’s influence, Pitter
appears on the BBC Television program, the Brains
Trust—the first talk show. After one appearance,
Russell writes: “We enjoyed your Brains Trust—never
watch except when you’re on; it’s such a silly way of
spending a fine Sunday afternoon, anyway! 42 But you
always make it worth while. The girls thought you
looked rather horsey in your tweed and check shirt and
tie; I thought the make-up girls hadn’t got your
wavelength as well as usual; they gave your face a
slight air of a Chinese portrait. Your contribution as
always delightful” (May 26, 1957). 43 She responds two
days later:
Oh, thank you for saying I looked all right.
The make-up is very skilful, of course—mine
was a Light Street—and I had slept in a hairnet the night before, so I felt fairly assured—
but you never know what the camera will do. I
like B[ernard]. Braden no end. He has a lovely
face close up, with an expression as though he
were listening to lovely music. J[ulian].
Huxley has got to the burbling stage—he did it
at lunch—but I was glad to see him again for
old times’ sake. [John] Betjeman I know a
little & love a lot. Prof. [A. J.] Ayer is reacting
against Calvinism, he told me so, without
seeming to realize the implications. 44
Their friendship led her to ask him to serve as the
producer of audio recordings in which she read her
poetry for Louis Untermeyer for the Library of
Congress in 1962. 45 In addition, Russell was invaluable
to Pitter during a severe illness in 1965 when he worked
with her publisher, Cresset Press, to see that her
corrections to the galley proofs were incorporated
before the final manuscript of Still by Choice (1966)
went to press. On July 23, 1965 she writes Russell from
her hospital bed: “No, send the pp. proofs straight back
to the Cresset, & as soon as possible: my mind is in no
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condition for them after the new op[eration] (for the
abscess). Much obliged for service wh. I know I can
depend on.” 46 Furthermore, he was the editor and the
driving force behind the publication of the festschrift,
Ruth Pitter: Homage to a Poet (1969). In one of her
last letters to Russell, she thanks him for his recent
letter and comments on her physical condition: “I can’t
complain. I have had a great time, but I would be glad
to be gone now: 89 is too long to be hanging about—
and I suspect I have become an awful old bore” (Jan.
28, 1986). 47 While Pitter served as a willing mentor and
an excellent sounding board for Russell, in turn he
assisted Pitter in getting her regular work on the BBC;
perhaps more valuable, he worked tirelessly to promote
her poetry, culminating in the festschrift, Ruth Pitter:
Homage to a Poet.
Stylistically Pitter’s letters are marked by crisp
prose, precise imagery, and elegant simplicity. While on
a number of occasions she laments her lack of a
university education, her letters reflect a vigorous
mind—lithe, curious, penetrating, analytical, and
perceptive. To tradesmen or tax assessors, she is polite,
curt, business-like, and when necessary, hard nosed. On
Oct. 3, 1959, she writes to her milk supplier:
Dear Sir, The milk we buy . . . has never been
really fresh, but just lately it has been
definitely stale, and moreover, it has a taste
and an odor of something added, something
that spoils tea or anything else the milk is used
for. It goes bad in less than a day, and I mean
bad in the sense of putrid, not honestly sour—
properly sour milk can be used in several
ways; this cannot be used. Today, when I used
the “top milk” from yesterday’s delivery to
add to a sweet dish, this proved uneatable. The
roundsman said everyone, including his own
wife, was complaining, and that he thought the
trouble (apart from the perennial staleness)
was due to new orders from “headquarters”,
whatever that may mean, to rinse cans with a
special solution which was not to be washed
off before milk was put in. May I have your
views? 48
To admirers of her verse, she is humble, appreciative
and patient. For example, she writes to John Mansfield,
the Poet Laureate, on July 15, 1955: “It was with great
delight that I learned from your letter of yesterday that
Her Majesty the Queen will herself present the Gold
Medal for Poetry. I shall feel that this award, made by
the Sovereign in person, is the greatest and most apt
honour (undeserved as I must feel it) that could be
offered to one who for over half a century has
endeavoured to write English poetry for pure love of
it.” 49

To her many BBC contacts, she is generous with
her time, eager to please, and ever available. She writes
one of her producers on July 11, 1960: “Yes, I should
very much like to take part in the series ‘In Praise of
Virtue.’ I suggest one that is not often thought of now;
the virtue of Frugality. When one comes to think of it,
we have unequalled opportunities for this virtue now; in
the past, bitter, necessary economy too often obscured
it. As an alternative, I suggest Self-Control; this is really
commoner now than it used to be, I think, but I may
have a slightly new angle.” 50 To her personal friends,
she is genuine, open, and winsome. To one admirer she
writes:
Very many thanks for your 2 wonderful letters
. . . What a lot you seem to have experienced
and to know! This is such a contrast to my
own life—I tell everyone I am still poring over
the weed at the back door, but all the same I
gobble all the news about the cosmos. I see the
Black Holes are on again tonight. With Space
Shuttles, Moonshots, etc., I have no patience.
Mother would have said “You can’t go out
there to play until you have cleared up the
mess you have made in here.” (Nov. 16,
1981) 51
To Mary Cooley, an American friend who sent Pitter
countless “care package” during and after WWII, she
reflects on the death of Sir Winston Churchill:
The news of Churchill’s death is scarcely 3
hours old, as I write to you . . . I wonder
where humanity would have stood at this
moment but for him? Massive and diverse as
our troubles are, they might have been so
incomparably worse but for that towering
man. We remember so well the open, direct
impact of his wartime broadcasts, which made
us feel, not a suffering civilian population but
people under fire, people on active service.
But a flesh-and-blood hero, not an iron war
lord. I’ve never forgotten, at the very worst
time, his words of pity for “poor little typists,
thinly clad, waiting endlessly at bus stops” in
hard winter weather. And so grimly
humorous—what a relish there was to that.
“Some chicken! Some neck!” He was a red
haired man when he had any hair. Ginger for
pluck. 52 (Jan. 25, 1965)
There is nothing brittle about her personality, and
she never engages in self-pity, even though the
circumstances of her life provided plenty of
opportunities for distress.
At the same time, she veils certain aspects of her
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emotional life, particularly early failed love affairs.
While she does sometimes speak of these matters, it is
always in third person—a convenient way of avoiding a
direct psychological exploration of her emotions. One
example comes from an interview with John Wain on
March 29, 1968:
I felt that instinctively from the first [that I
would never marry], you know. I would look
at the boy next door and I would look at young
men one met in the course of one’s work, and
one would say to one’s self that they are
simply not relevant. One might be very fond
of them, but one would realize that, as I
always say it would be cruelty to animals to
marry them, because there was always this
ruling passion, this major preoccupation, in
which the poor dears had no share. Of course
once one had made a little money one could
have married middle-aged men very easily.
The moment a single woman has got a little
money, she has to look out for herself. In fact,
I was always very firm. I never had the
slightest illusion about that sort of set-up. 53
On the other hand, her genuine affection for Kathleen
O’Hara, Pitter’s friend, business partner, and living
companion for more than a half-century, appears
frequently. Like many young women in post World War
I England, they faced bleak prospects for marriage;
their decision to live together, therefore, was driven by
practical, economic, and work-related concerns.
In conclusion, of Pitter’s more than one thousand
letters covering the years 1908-1988, I have cited only a
very few in the this essay. While I have emphasized
here her correspondence with David Cecil, C.S. Lewis,
and Arthur Russell, space limits me from noting her
letters about George Orwell (she knew him as Eric
Blair, before his later fame as a novelist), the Irish poet
George Russell (a.k.a. AE; he was most certainly
romantically smitten by her), and the British poet,
Dorothy Wellesley (irascible but devoted to verse). Of
course many other letters contain trivial matters,
including detailed travel arrangement to and from
London and business matters of little interest. At the
same time, much of her BBC correspondence,
consisting primarily of short notes confirming bookings
and recording sessions, throws light on her charming
tenacity as well as her easy flexibility when it came to
radio and television production matters. In summary, all
these letters go a long way toward illustrating Pitter’s
desire to reach a public interested in her as both a poet
and personal commentator. Moreover, even though
Pitter was not a dedicated diarist, the few diary entries I
have discovered and a number interviews conducted
primarily on BBC radio between 1955 and 1977, along

with her correspondence, offer readers important
biographical material. These documents are a first stage
in understanding “the silent music, the dance in
stillness, the hints and echoes and messages of which
everything is full” reflected in her life and poetry. In
total they provide an essential introduction to the work
of this neglected twentieth-century poet.
Notes
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evidenced by The Faber Book of 20th Century
Women’s Poetry, Ed. Flew Adcock (London: Faber
& Faber, 1987) where her “The Sparrow’s Skull”
and “Morning Glory” (pp. 77-78) appear; More
Poetry Please! 100 Popular Poems from the BBC
Radio 4 Programme (London: Everyman, 1988)
where her “The Rude Potato” (pp. 101-02)
appears; The Norton Anthology of Literature by
Women: The Traditions in English, 2nd edition.
Eds. Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar (New
York: Norton, 1996 [1985]) where her “The
Military Harpist,” “The Irish Patriarch,” “Old
Nelly’s Birthday,” and “Yorkshire Wife’s Saga”
(pp. 1573-77) appear; and The New Penguin Book
of English Verse, Ed. Paul Keegan (London: Allen
Lane, Penguin Press, 2000) where her “But for
Lust (p. 962) appears.
2
In chronological order they are: First Poems. London:
Cecil Palmer, 1920; First and Second Poems.
London: Sheed & Ward, 1927; Persephone in
Hades. Privately printed, 1931; A Mad Lady’s
Garland. London: Cresset Press, 1934; A Trophy
of Arms: Poems 1926-1935. London: Cresset
Press, 1936. (winner of the Hawthornden Prize in
1937); The Spirit Watches. London: Cresset Press,
1939; The Rude Potato. London: Cresset Press,
1941; Poem. Southampton: Shirley Press, 1943;
The Bridge: Poems 1939-1944. London: Cresset
Press, 1945; Pitter on Cats. London: Cresset Press,
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The Spirit Watches, and The Bridge. London:
Cresset Press, 1950; The Ermine: Poems 19421952. London: Cresset Press, 1953. (winner of the
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Poetry, 1955); Still by Choice. London: Cresset
Press, 1966; Poems 1926-1966. London: Barrie &
Rockcliff/Cresset Press, 1968; End of the Drought.
London: Barrie & Jenkins, 1975; A Heaven to
Find. London: Enitharmon, 1987; Collected
Poems: 1990. Petersfield: Enitharmon, 1990 (rev.
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3
Critical evaluations of her poetry have always been
favorable. In the “Preface” to Pitter’s First and
Second Poems (1927), Hilaire Belloc praises her
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poetry as “an exceptional reappearance of the
classical spirit amongst us” (7). He likens her verse
to a strong stone building and argues really good
verse “contrasted with the general run of that in the
midst of which it appears, seems to me to have a
certain quality of hardness [Belloc’s emphasis]; so
that, in the long run, it will be discovered, as a gem
is discovered in mud” (9). In her poetry he finds
“beauty and right order” (10). Belloc also writes in
the “Preface” to her A Mad Lady’s Garland (1934)
that Pitter has two peculiar poetic gifts: “A perfect
ear and exact epithet. How those two ever get
combined is incomprehensible—one would think it
was never possible—but when the combination
does appear then you have verse of that classic sort
which is founded and secure of its own future”
(vii). In his Four Living Poets (1944), Rudolph
Gilbert calls Pitter “the poet of purity” and notes
“what the poetry reader values most in Pitter’s
poems is her eloquence . . . In Pitter one almost
looks through the language, as through air,
discerning the exact form of the objects which
stand there, and every part and shade of meaning is
brought out by the sunny light resting upon them”
(48-49). Later he adds: “She has a first-rate
intuitive gift of observation, a control of poetic
language and magical perception that is always to
found in great poetry” (52). C.S. Lewis, who
carried on an extensive correspondence with Pitter
about poetry, often lavished praise on her verse.
For example, he writes: “Trophy of Arms [1936] is
enough for one letter for it has most deeply
delighted me. I was prepared for the more
definitely mystical poems, but not for this cool,
classical quality. You do it time after time—create
a silence and vacancy and awe all round the poem.
If the Lady in Comus had written poetry one
imagines it wd. have been rather like this” (July 19,
1946; cited in Don W. King, C.S. Lewis, Poet: The
Legacy of His Poetic Impulse, 226-27.).
Pitter’s literary admirers eventually published the
festschrift, Ruth Pitter: Homage to a Poet (1969).
There Lord David Cecil says “she is the most
moving of living English poets, and one of the
most original” (13). John Arlott refers to her as “a
poet’s poet” (43), while Thom Gunn notes she “is
the most modest of poets, slipping us her riches as
if they were everyday currency” (64). Kathleen
Raine is more lavish in her praise: “I now see her
as one of the poets whose best work will survive as
long as the English language, with whose
expressiveness in image and idea she has kept
faith, remains” (106). Other writers who praised
Pitter in this volume included Edmund Blunden,

Andrew Young, John Betjeman, Richard Church,
Roy Fuller, Elizabeth Jennings, Carolyn Kizer,
Dame Ngaio Marsh, Robin Skelton, Hallam
Tennyson, John Wain, and John Hall Wheelock.
Furthermore, Philip Larkin who edited the Oxford
Book of Twentieth-Century English Verse (1973)
included four of her poems, noting that her poetry
was “rather good” (“Letter to Judy Egerton,”
March 16, 1969, Selected Letters of Philip Larkin,
412-13). Larkin’s praise is noteworthy since he,
like Pitter, wrote poetry in the vein of other
traditional English poets such as Thomas Hardy
and A. E. Housman. Even after her death, critically
praise has continued. In the “Introduction” to
Pitter’s Collected Poems (1996), Elizabeth
Jennings appreciates her “acute sensibility and
deep integrity”; her poems “are informed with a
sweetness which is also bracing, and a generosity
which is blind to nothing, neither the sufferings in
this world nor the quirky behavior of human
beings” (15).
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6
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Wadham College, Oxford, 1924-1930. Fellow of
New College, 1939-1969 (emeritus fellow 19701986). Goldsmith Professor of English Literature,
1948-1969.
7
Pitter letters to Cecil family used by permission of the
Bodleian Library and Mark Pitter. The majority of
Pitter’s letters may be found in thirty seven boxes
of uncatalogued Pitter material held by the
Bodleian. A manuscript containing over 800 Pitter
letters, Silent Music: The Letters of Ruth Pitter, is
under review for publication by Kent State UP.
8
Cecil family letters to Ruth Pitter used by permission
of Laura Cecil.
9
BBC Interview with Stephen Black, June 24, 1955.
Used by permission.
10
Bodleian Library, MS. Eng. lett. c. 220/3, Fol. 17.
11
This is the only letter Pitter wrote Lewis known to
have survived. I discovered it on April 11, 1997,
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stuck between the pages of Lewis’s personal copy
of Pitter’s The Spirit Watches in the Marion E.
Wade Center, Wheaton College, Wheaton, IL.
Used by permission.
12
Below I include Pitter’s journal recollections of these
letters as well as short summaries of Lewis’s
letters.
13
For more on their correspondence about poetry, see
“The Poetry of Prose: C.S. Lewis, Ruth Pitter, and
Perelandra,” Christianity and Literature 49
(Spring 2000): 331-56 and C.S. Lewis, Poet: The
Legacy of His Poetic Impulse (Kent, Ohio: Kent
State UP, 2001), pp. 14-16, 224-37. For a more
detailed discussion of her overall correspondence
with and about Lewis, see “The Anatomy of a
Friendship: The Correspondence of Ruth Pitter and
C.S. Lewis, 1946-1962.” Mythlore 24 (Summer
2003): 2-24.
14
Bodleian Library, MS. Eng. lett. c. 220/3, Fol. 29.
15
Pitter journal, Sept. 27, 1946, Bodleian Library, MS.
Eng. lett. c. 220/3, Fol. 30.
16
Bodleian Library, MS. Eng. lett. c. 220/3, Fol. 71.
17
Bodleian Library, MS. Eng. lett. c. 220/3, Fol. 80.
18
Pitter journal, Sept. 22, 1949, Bodleian Library, MS.
Eng. lett. c. 220/3, Fol. 81. Of another meeting,
this time between Barfield, Pitter, and Lewis,
Barfield writes Pitter on Sept. 25, 1949: “I hope
you and Jack kept it up well into the small hours,
capping carryout with carryout, besting ballade
with ballade, vying in virelays and triumphing with
triolets. Isn’t he terrific company?” The excerpts
from Owen Barfield’s letters to Pitter are found in
her uncatalogued papers at the Bodleian Library.
19
Pitter journal, Sept. 26, 1948, Bodleian Library, MS.
Eng. lett. c. 220/3, Fol. 60.
20
Bodleian Library, MS. Eng. lett. c. 220/5, Fol. 115.
21
Pitter journal, May 12 & 15, 1953, Bodleian Library,
MS. Eng. lett. c. 220/5, Fol. 117. Readers
interested in Lewis’s impact on Pitter’s spiritual
life will find many of her other letters commenting
upon his influence. For instance, in a letter of Jan.
1, 1948, Pitter writes Nettie Palmer, offering
additional insight into her conversion:
Did I tell you I’d taken to Christianity?
Yes, I went & got confirmed a year ago or
more. I was driven to it by the pull of C.S.
Lewis and the push of misery. Straight
prayer book Anglican, nothing fancy . . . I
realize what a tremendous thing it is to take
on, but I can’t imagine turning back. It
cancels a great many of one’s miseries at
once, of course: but it brings great
liabilities, too. (Palmer Papers, National
Library of Australia, MS 1174. All excerpts

used by permission.)
In addition, in an interview with Hilary Smith on
March 24, 1964, Pitter says:
[My conversion to Christianity] was fairly
sudden; everything happened together as it
does you know. I went through all the fancy
religions at second hand because my mother
went in for them. But then I became rather
Julian Huxley, scientific-humanistic—very
typical young thing to be, and I thought all
this religion, how could it be true? But then
after having been in some tribulation and
some danger and some unfamiliar
surroundings, I began to be very much cut
up about all these things and finding life
dreadfully stressful. And then I heard a
series of broadcasts by C.S. Lewis. That
started me on the road anyway. I think he
undermined one in a many great directions,
but my humanistic citadel did not fall until I
was incautious enough to go to some
lectures on fundamental philosophical
principles. I there met Newman’s Doctrine
of Assent, I think it is called. Newman said
in effect that if you believe a thing you must
act upon it. There I was up against the
decision, so I decided and went off into the
Church of England where I had been
baptized long years before. And it was a
great disappointment to me in a way; I had
wrong ideas. I thought I had been such a
stranger to churches for such a long time,
[and] I thought I had only to turn to any
church to meet a George Herbert or
somebody on that level. And I thought I
should be parting with part of my freedom,
but I shall be under direction. When I found
that parson was a stuffed shirt and the
people were there only in the sense that the
old stones in the wall were there, I realized
that it was on one’s own contribution that
the whole thing depended. This was very
unpalatable. I am still wondering what one
could do about it?
22
Lewis tells Pitter he has been ready for some time to
use first names, but he has been waiting for the
initiative to come from Pitter. He also adds that her
pending move to Long Crendon is delightful,
noting that Barfield used to live there so her
presence will give it a good second association. He
calls it a lovely village and relays Warnie’s
welcome as well (Bodleian Library, MS. Eng. lett.
c. 220/5, Fol. 118).
23
Pitter Journal, Oct. 3, 1953, Bodleian Library, MS.
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Pitter Journal, Bodleian Library, MS. Eng. lett. c.
220/5, Fol. 123.
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The icy relationship between Davidman and Pitter is
not surprising. Indeed, in the Bodleian Library
there remains sealed correspondence between
Pitter and Walter Hooper, Lewis’s literary
executor, which may reveal further evidence of
Pitter’s disaffection for Davidman; however, this
correspondence may not be opened until the death
of Joy’s sons, David and Douglas Gresham. While
the exact nature of this correspondence will fall to
future scholars to uncover, I believe that Pitter,
motivated by an understandable but inexcusable
bitterness, convinced herself that Joy used her
illness (bone cancer) to manipulate Lewis into
marrying her. Pitter writes about this in a curious
document that I date in the mid-1970’s, “The
Alabaster Box, or This Awful Power.” Pitter’s
restricted papers in the Bodleian Library.
26
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220/5, Fol. 130.
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30
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220/5, Fol. 142.
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Russell worked as a freelance journalist in London
from 1930 until joining the BBC as a sub-editor in
the Empire News department in February 1935. He
held a number of similar posts before moving in
1951 into production on the program, London
Calling Asia. From 1960 to 1964 he was a
producer in Overseas Talks & Features. He
published four volumes of poetry: In Idleness of
Air (1960), Ice on the Live Rail (1962), New and
Vanishing Delight (1975), and River Jumping with
Kids (1986). He was also a freelance poetry
reviewer for publications such as The Daily
Telegraph.
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Pitter’s letters to Russell are available in the British
Library. Add 70721. Fol. 2. Used by permission.
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BBC Television. The Brains Trust. May 26, 1957.
Producer John Furness. Bernard Braden, Question
Master. Guests: Dr. Julian Huxley, Professor A. J.
Ayer, Ruth Pitter, and John Betjeman. A copy of
this script is available in the BBC Written
Archives.
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The British Library. Add 70722. Fol. 22.
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The British Library. Add 70721. Fol. 58.
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secured a CD version of these recordings.
46
The British Library. Add 70722. Fol. 120.
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Uncatalogued Pitter papers, Bodleian Library.
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“Ruth Pitter Letters to Mary Cooley.” Mary E.
Cooley Papers, Special Collections Library,
University of Michigan.
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BBC Radio. Third Programme. “Ruth Pitter Talks to
John Wain.” Recorded on March 29, 1968.
Transmitted on Oct. 31, 1968. Produced by Hallam
Tennyson. A copy of the script is available at the
BBC Written Archives.
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The Secret of Father Brown: What is Christian Detective Fiction?
Rachel Kellogg

Early in the summer of 2003, when preparing a talk
for Taylor University’s C. S. Lewis and Friends Society
the following September, I began to consider the idea of
“Christian detective fiction.” I had always enjoyed G.K.
Chesterton’s Father Brown stories, and wondered if that
spirit of Father Brown, a peculiarly Christian blend of
the physical and metaphysical, was present in other
works of detective fiction. I decided to explore the
phrase “Christian detective fiction” and see where it
took me.
I thought I knew what that phrase meant. My
original intention was to examine the Father Brown
stories, unpack what Chesterton was doing, and scout
out modern writers doing the same thing. Reality,
however, sent me in a different direction.
I read several mysteries from Christian publishing
houses, such as Bethany; some were good, and some
not so good. I was lucky to find Jon L. Breen and
Martin Harry Greenberg’s excellent and thorough (up to
1990) Synod of Sleuths: Essays on Judeo-Christian
Detective Fiction. I was excited at first, because it
seemed that Breen and Greenberg had done most of the
work for me. However, once I began reading it, I
realized that, far from answering my questions about
Christian detective fiction, it simply clarified the ones I
had, and raised even more (the authors focus on listing
religious protagonists, but provide only minimal
discussion, due to the scope of the study).
I began to wonder if Father Brown were
exceptional to the point of being unique. There is, of
course, only one Chesterton, but I thought there might
be at least a few imitators. No one seemed to be able to
reproduce Chesterton’s delicate balance: writers were
either ham-handedly evangelical, with Bible verses and
prayers coming from characters’ lips in a forced,
unnatural fashion (Donna Fletcher Crow’s The Castle of
Dreams); or they were satisfied to keep the Christian
element at a cultural and moral level (for instance, the
Miss Marple-esque churchgoing older lady detective, in

Jeanne M. Dams’s Dorothy Martin series).
In attempting to make sense of the issue, I broke
down the main question (“What is Christian detective
fiction?”) into component parts: What is Christian
fiction? What is detective fiction? Assuming one can
combine the two, what does that look like?
The idea of “Christian” fiction is more complex
than a glance at the local Family Bookstore or
Inspirational section at Wal-Mart would attest. From
one angle, Christian fiction looks like stories that have
biblical themes, or strongly Christian characters, or an
evangelistic message. The Left Behind series, the novels
of Frank Peretti, and the romances of Grace Livingston
Hill would seem to fit this category. Such books are
probably the first examples that most people would
think of upon hearing the phrase “Christian fiction.”
I would argue, though, that there is room for a
more sophisticated or complex view of Christian
fiction. The previously mentioned works are excellent
examples of their genres, but they fall into the category
of “popular entertainment with a message.” What about
people who are interested in reading and writing work
that is more “literary” than “popular” (I use the terms
loosely)? And what if they don’t want a blatant
“message,” but still want to explore the world through
the eye of faith? To put it in detective fiction terms,
what if one would rather read Dorothy L. Sayers than
Mary Higgins Clark?
Speaking of detective fiction, what does that term
mean in the shadow of a worldview that accepts the
supernatural? If Christianity is best understood in terms
of both faith and reason, what to do with a genre that is
reason-based? This “reasonable” approach was perhaps
most memorably expounded in the oath of the famous
Detection Club (founded in 1928 by Dorothy L. Sayers
and others):
Do you promise that your detectives shall well
and truly detect the crimes presented to them,
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using those wits which it may please you to
bestow upon them and not placing reliance on
nor making use of Divine Revelation,
Feminine Intuition, Mumbo-Jumbo, JiggeryPokery, Coincidence or the Act of God?
(Lupoff par. 16)
Since “divine revelation” and “acts of God” are
(generally) forbidden, some Christian readers feel that
detective fiction may not have a place in “Christian”
literature. Christian Literature & Living is a “monthly
online journal devoted to the worship of the Lord Jesus
Christ through literature, and through living according
to his Word” (CLL). Its January 2002 issue contains a
review of D.J. Delffs’s The Judas Tree. The reviewer
gives Delffs some credit for a “well-written” story, but
questions the very nature of the book:
However, the place of detective fiction as a
sub-genre within the discipline of Christian
Literature is not certain. Is it because the
detective novels that claim to be part of
Christian fiction continue to focus more on
entertainment, logic, reason, and suspense
than on the transforming ministry of Jesus
Christ? (“Potter”)
What the (unnamed) reviewer means by focusing
“more” on the transforming ministry of Jesus remains
unclear, as does how this different focus would fit into
the detective fiction genre. The author seems to
question whether any type of literature that isn’t strictly
evangelical would be able to be considered “Christian.”
The review ends, however, in hopeful fashion:
Will he also do some new and bold
experimentation with detective fiction and
help transform the genre to be truly Christian?
I believe that even with the retention of
entertainment, logic, reason, and suspense,
detective works may be so created as to
revolve around the redemptive ministry of the
Holy Spirit. (“Potter”)
The Christian Literature & Living reviewer may
not have laid out a plan for Christian detective fiction
(beyond making it “redemptive”), but we should try.
What does a Christian detective story look like?
One possibility is that such stories would deal with
Christian themes, such as justice, mercy, and
redemption. Justice is, generally speaking, already part
of the genre; nearly all detective stories end with the
demise of the villain in some form or another. Mercy is
sometimes shown to the villain, depending on the
circumstance (Sherlock Holmes often does this), but
usually the characters (and readers) are interested in

retribution. Redemption, on the other hand, is a theme
that could certainly be explored more. Redemption of
the villain is rare (usually the reader wants to pack him
off to Justice as soon as possible), although redemption
of the detective through the work of detection (or other
personal means) has received some attention.
If Christian themes are to be explored, a writer
must write books that dig deep into characters’ lives,
such as Dorothy L. Sayers’s Gaudy Night. Getting to
know the detective and/or other characters well enough
to see their development is key; the type of novel that is
superficial and a puzzle for puzzle’s sake (for instance,
Sayers’s Five Red Herrings) would leave little room for
redemption or other themes.
A sub-category of the Christian themes idea is a
general belief in a higher power, or higher justice—
some moral authority to whom we owe allegiance, and
to whom we can appeal. Whether this belief can always
be considered “Christian,” however, is debatable;
probably it only works when the general cultural milieu
of the “believing” characters is Christian (for instance,
Sherlock Holmes in Victorian England).
Another way to write a “Christian” detective story
would be to make the detective or other major character
Christian. A Christian main character eases the way for
discussion of Christian ideas and concerns and offers
the author room to show what a Christian lifestyle looks
like. It provides the most “organic” means of
introducing Christianness to the story. A twist on this
might be to show a devout minor character, or to allow
readers to follow along with a character who is not
Christian, but is taking a faith journey in that direction.
Perhaps the best way to look at Christianity and
detective fiction is to consider the question in light of
the Bible. Dr. Dennis Hensley, associate professor of
English at Taylor University (Fort Wayne Campus) and
author of over forty books (including three novels and
dozens of short stories in the mystery genre), offers this
consideration: “The Bible has mysteries,” he says, “and
only some are solved by God.”
God himself is mysterious, and He has given
humans curiosity that makes them interested in both the
Creator and his Creation. The whole Bible can be seen
as a detective novel; it begins with the introduction of a
“death” (sin). The consequences of this death are
played out; we meet more characters. But instead of the
detective adding up clues to figure out the solution to
the murder, justice is served in an unexpected way. The
clues are given by the redeemer—HE (God) will pay
the justice owed to himself. Why? Because of His
mysterious nature: a Love that we cannot understand.
The “story” ends not with the retribution, but with
mercy, leading to redemption, through the sacrifice of
Jesus Christ.
Perhaps this is what we should ask when defining
Christian detective fiction: is not only justice served,
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but mercy? Is redemption possible? Does it happen?
After all, the Father Brown stories’ Flambeau character
was redeemed, going from a thief to being a detective
himself, sharing in Father Brown’s work. To be
Christian, then, detective fiction must move beyond
merely including a cosmetic or surface Christian
“message” (through characters, themes, or whatever).
Christian detective fiction must mirror the greatest
mystery of all: the redemption of humanity through the
death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.
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Dorothy L. Sayers and Russian Orthodoxy
Crystal Downing

Within the four-course banquet of Dorothy L.
Sayers letters, Barbara Reynolds, the masterful caterer,
sneaks in a tantalizing appetizer that has been passed
over by revellers at the Sayers feast. The juicy tidbit,
appearing in a footnote, is a quotation from a 1944
letter sent to Father Herbert Kelly in which Sayers
states,
I have just been reading Dr Jernov's The
Church of the Eastern Christians, which was
so attractive that I almost wanted to rush out
and get converted to Orthodoxy immediately.
There seemed to be so many points on which
the Eastern attitude to things connected, or at
any rate complemented, the Western, and had
a warmth and richness of charity and
imagination which is lacking in the legalism
and formality of the West. Why have we been
so ignorant all this time about the Eastern
Church?" (Ltrs 3: 472, nt. 1)
I will argue in this essay that Sayers, even as she asked
this question, had long been a Russian Orthodox
Christian without knowing it, that borscht was already
part of her intellectual banquet. But first I must digress
in order to explain how I arrived at this hyperbolic
conclusion.
My interest in Russian Orthodoxy developed as I
wrote my book, Writing Performances, the goal of
which was to impress non-Christian scholars with
Sayers' critical sophistication—not in spite of her
Anglo-Catholic convictions but because of them. This
was no easy task. When Oxford University Press, based
on other work I had published, showed interest in a
proposal, I sent them an excursus explaining why
Sayers needed to be taken more seriously by the
academy at large. Oxford responded that it couldn't
publish my book because Sayers wasn't taken seriously
enough by the academy at large.

The problem, I think, is as follows. At the height of
the so-called "Golden Age" of detective fiction,
Dorothy L. Sayers garnered wealth and fame for her
whimsical creation, Lord Peter Wimsey. However,
somewhat like Lord Peter's relatives who regarded
detective work as degrading to an Oxford-educated
aristocrat, scholars of Sayers' day regarded detective
fiction as demeaning for an Oxford-educated writer.
Both Peter and his creator, in the eyes of their peers,
had sullied themselves by their endeavors.
In 1936 it got worse. Sayers married off Lord Peter
to a mystery-writing commoner and then set aside
detective fiction to investigate a different kind of
mystery: that of Anglo-Catholic Christianity. This new
stage in her career alienated more people than before:
Peter Wimsey fans were dismayed at the Lord's
disappearance, and, in 1941, religious conservatives
were horrified at Sayers' revisionist stagings of their
Lord. Meanwhile, the modernist intelligentsia disdained
Sayers' theological writings even more than her bestsellers.
In response to this marginalization, my book argues
that Sayers brilliantly problematized modernist
paradigms at their very height, becoming a critical
theorist ahead of her time. To substantiate the
sophistication of her perspective, I parallel it to the
theory of Mikhail Bakhtin, who has been celebrated in
our own day as among the greatest of the forwardthinking philosophers and literary critics of the
twentieth century.
Born in Russia in 1895, two years after Sayers'
birth, Bakhtin was exiled in 1929 for Christian
affiliations which made him sensitive, like
Sayers, to the limitations of modernist
discourse. However, unlike Sayers, whose
outspoken advocacy of Christian dogma
rendered in popularistic terms makes members
of the academy uncomfortable, Bakhtin has
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been [appropriated] by scholars in many
different fields—feminist theory, film, literary
criticism, cultural studies, ethics—perhaps
because his religious assumptions were
suppressed by Soviet totalitarianism.
(Downing, "Introduction")
And, you guessed it, those religious assumptions were
embedded in Russian Orthodoxy. As Anthony Ugolnik
argues in The Illuminating Icon, Bakhtin's literary
theory clearly reflects the Eastern Orthodoxy of his
homeland (Ugolnik 158-73).
It is highly unlikely that Sayers or Bakhtin heard of
each other, let alone read each others' works. But they
both read Nikolai Berdyaev (1874-1948), a Russian
religious philosopher who was expelled from the Soviet
Union seven years before Bakhtin's exile. Sayers cites
Berdyaev in her letters, quoting from him several times
in The Mind of the Maker, a book whose argument
parallels in many ways Bakhtin's Author and Hero in
Creative Activity (1920-24). I therefore believe that
Berdyaev, author of The Meaning of Creativity (1916),
either planted a seed of Russian Orthodoxy or watered
an autochthonous interest in Sayers' soul.1 Her
"passionate intellect," however, did not recognize the
growing bloom until she read Jernov's book in 1944. It
may be no coincidence, then, that she wrote Father
Kelly about her resulting attraction to Eastern
Orthodoxy; for it was in a letter to Kelly seven years
earlier (Oct. 1937) that she first formulated the
Trinitarian theory of creativity that later took root in
The Mind of the Maker. I am not suggesting that Sayers
was aware of this coincidence; Kelly as a connector
between The Mind of the Maker and Jernov was
probably subconscious. It reminds me of the insight that
Reynolds gives us in her biography and Volume Two of
the letters, where she shows how Sayers, when she met
Maurice Roy Ridley in 1935 and proclaimed him "the
perfect Peter Wimsey," did not remember that she had
seen him once before (in 1913) and had subsequently
written a friend about falling "head over ears in love
with him on the spot" (Ltrs 1: 79). Just as Sayers
thought she was seeing Ridley for the first time in 1935,
unaware of earlier exposure, so she thought she was
encountering Russian Orthodoxy for the first time in
1944, unaware of earlier exposure, mediated, if even
obliquely, through Berdyaev. In both instances she was
tremendously excited by a "discovery" that was not new
to her "subconscious."2
When Sayers writes Father Kelly about the later
discovery, she explains that part of her attraction to
Eastern Orthodoxy lies in its complementarity to the
Western Church, "Western" referring, I would assume,

to the Catholicism of her own Anglo-Catholic tradition.
Both Churches, though committed to the saving grace
of the resurrected Christ, do not emphasize
"conversion" and "the personal relationship with Jesus"
that are so essential to Evangelical Protestantism.
Sayers herself did not have a conversion experience, as
she states several times in her letters, and she positively
eschewed Evangelical pietism, advising Barbara
Reynolds in a 1956 letter that, for her spiritual growth,
she should avoid listening to "people like Billy Graham,
because the sight and sound of so much naked emotion
would most likely nauseate you" (Ltrs 4: 343).
Consonant with both Eastern and Western
Orthodoxy, Sayers was also suspicious about the
Biblicism of Evangelicals, telling one correspondent
that "if anybody implored me 'in every letter' to read the
Bible and quoted texts at me, I should feel an
unregenerate urge to throw the sacred volume straight
out of the window! . . . The Pharisees, after all, read
their Bibles from cover to cover, and were none the
better for it" (Ltrs 3: 524-25). In contrast, Sayers would
have resonated with the Russian Orthodox view of
Scripture as described by George Florovsky: "Scripture
in its very essence does not lay claim to self-sufficiency.
We can say that Scripture is a God-inspired scheme or
image (eikon) of truth, but not truth itself" (48). Sayers
herself asserted the Bible's lack of self-sufficiency when
she responded to someone who wanted her to "write a
book about the Scriptural sanction for the doctrine of
the Trinity." She queried her correspondent,
[W]here is your Scriptural authority for the
Scriptures themselves? On what texts do you
rely for the make-up of the Canon as we have
it? Where, for example, does the Lord say that
there are to be those four Gospels and no
more? . . . The doctrine of the Trinity was
worked out and formulated in the Church—the
same Church that is the authority for the
Canon itself. (Ltrs 2. 367)
In Sayers' mind, if the Biblical canon is contingent upon
Church history, Christians should study, and work to
maintain, the traditions of those who formulated the
canon—as do Russian Orthodox and Roman Catholic
Christians.
However, it is on this very issue of the Trinity that
the Eastern and the Western Church differ. According
to theologian Catherine Mowry LaCugna, the trinitarian
metaphysic of the West, as outlined by Augustine in De
Trinitate, was situated upon the concept of one
"substance" in three forms, thus presenting God as
"something in and of itself." In contrast, the trinitarian
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theology of the East emphasizes that "communion
underlies being." Hence "personhood," like that of the
trinitarian God, implies "someone toward another" (86).
To the Russian Orthodox, as Ugolnik notes, "Human
beings shed all pretense of autonomy when they are
viewed as shaping each other in a kind of 'co-being.'
Humans are, in effect, reciprocally defined by each
other in a model that draws directly on the Trinity"
(110).
Emphasizing in a 1937 letter to Father Kelly that
she did not get her trinitarian ideas from Augustine
(Ltrs 2: 44, 46), Sayers privileged a Russian Orthodox
view of communitarian faith over autonomous
spirituality. In her 1941 address to the Archbishop of
York's Conference at Malvern, she wishes that the
Anglican church better demonstrated the "real
community of feeling and interest" that can be seen in a
company of actors: "I recognize in the theatre all the
stigmata of a real and living church" (Church 59, 60).
Some of these stigmata she had illustrated two years
earlier in a sonnet appended to the published version of
The Devil to Pay. Entitled "To the Interpreter
HARCOURT WILLIAMS," the poem honors the man
who acted Faustus in this play, as well as William of
Sens in The Zeal of Thy House. Sayers begins the
octave with images of interdependence—"Sound
without ear is but an airy stirring / Light without eyes,
but an obscure vibration"—and ends comparing these
images to drama: "So is the play, save by the actor's
making, / No play, but dull, deaf, senseless ink and
paper" (Poetry 119). As Sayers well knew, a play can
be created only through the interdependence of equally
committed people, a dialogic performance wherein
writer, director, actor, scene designer, and costumemaker listen to and learn from each other; for drama to
achieve its purposes, the writing must be communally
performed.
The same, of course, holds true when "the dogma is
the drama," to use Sayers' famous phrase. In a 1942 talk
delivered to the North London Presbyterian Fellowship
of Youth, Sayers explained that the Sacrament of
Communion is "never wholly individual. Each
communicant makes and partakes of the sacrifice in the
name of the whole Church" (Worship 42). Significantly,
when this statement was published by VII in 1995,
Colin Buchanan, a bishop in the Anglican Church,
commented in the next issue of VII that Sayers'
perspective was not properly Anglican. Perhaps he felt
this way because Sayers had developed a view of
worship that was more Eastern than Western. Note
Ugolnik's explanation of Russian Orthodox liturgy: "'I
am not here to save myself alone,' says the worshiper in
the liturgy. 'In allowing God to save me, I cooperate

with God in saving others'" (134). This cooperation is
highly dramatic in Russian liturgy, with worshipers
standing and moving around the sanctuary for the entire
service, some sprawling on the floor with arms outstretched in obeisance to God, others kissing icons, all
chanting three times the "thrice-holy hymn": "Holy
God, Holy Mighty, Holy and Immortal, have mercy on
us" (Ugolnik 77). Perhaps learning from Jernov's book
about the drama of the Russian Orthodox worship
inspired Sayers' enthusiastic letter to Father Kelly. For,
indeed, Sayers repeatedly conceived of Christianity in
dramatic terms. Not only did she write drama about
dogma, asserting that Christian dogma was inherently
dramatic, she believed that dogma itself "tends to issue
in a ritual drama," and that "The central drama of
Christian worship is the rite of the Mass" (Sacred 24).
For her, Mass "is the reenacting upon the stage of the
world of the great drama of the Passion—a drama acted
in His name by priest and people" (Worship 43).
Significantly, Sayers' emphasis on performativity,
wherein the "acting of the thing done effects the
consecration" (Worship 42), is a fundamental
assumption of Russian Orthodoxy.
The biggest impediment Westerners encounter
when they seek to embrace Russian Orthodoxy, of
course, is the veneration of icons. Jernov may have
helped Sayers shake off the shudder Westerners often
experience when they witness what looks like idolatry.
Russians see, rather than an idol, "an emblem of
Incarnation" when they view an icon (Ugolnik 45). Just
as God took shape for believers in the form of Christ's
flesh, so the sacred takes shape for Russian believers in
the form of Christ and his saints painted on wood. Icons
thus participate in the sacred reality to which they refer.
This "sanctification of materiality," as Ugolnik calls it
(45), is consonant with the "Affirmation of Images" that
Sayers so loved in Dante (and which is lucidly
recounted by Reynolds in The Passionate Intellect). For
the Russian Orthodox, humans themselves become
images affirmed by God. As Ugolnik notes, "Humans
'image forth' their Creator, and in that process they
become icons of Christ, conveyors of the 'sacred
image'" (78).
It was this intense belief in the "sanctification of
materiality"—as endorsed by the Incarnation—which
led both Sayers and Bakhtin to a trinitarian view of
creativity.3 For Sayers, the material form of a work of
art, like the body of Jesus, is the "Energy" or "Activity"
that proceeds from the "Idea" of the Creator-Author,
generating "Power," as does the Holy Spirit, through
the response of the beholder-reader. At the simplest
level, "Idea" corresponds to a Book-as-Thought,
"Energy" to a Book-as-Written, "Power" to the Book-
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as-Read (Mind 122). However, it would do disservice
to the complexity of Sayers' thought to limit her
trinitarian aesthetic to such bald terms, for elsewhere in
The Mind of the Maker she establishes that Idea,
Energy, and Power are dialogically interdependent,
operating, I might add, like the Russian Orthodox view
of the Godhead:
The Idea, that is, cannot be said to precede the
Energy in time, because (so far as that act of
creation is concerned) it is the Energy that
creates the time-process. . . . The writer cannot
even be conscious of his Idea except by the
working of the Energy which formulates it to
himself. (Mind 40-41)
Bakhtin makes a very similar point in Author and
Hero in Aesthetic Activity: "An author creates, but he
sees his own creating only in the object to which he is
giving form, that is, he sees only the emerging
product of creation and not the inner, psychologically
determinate, process of creation" (6). To regard
thought as preceding language is to reflect an Arian
view of creation, wherein God created the Son. For
both Bakhtin and Sayers, the Energy of the Hero is
begotten, not made.
With the incarnation as the basis of their aesthetic,
Sayers and Bakhtin regard writing performances in
humanizing, rather than objectifying, terms. Bakhtin
states, "spatial form is not sensu stricto the form of a
work as an object, but the form of a hero and his world"
which is in "relationship" with the Author-Creator
(Author 89). While, for Bakhtin, the "hero" refers to the
product of any writing performance, as does the
"Energy" in Sayers' triad, the actual hero of Sayers'
detective fiction might nevertheless—if somewhat
whimsically—illustrate Bakhtin's paradigm.
In her earliest letters which allude to Lord Peter
Wimsey, Sayers' hero seems to be "living his own life,"
as Bakhtin puts it. When she writes in 1936 "How I
Came to Invent the Character of Lord Peter," Sayers
refers to him as an independent "hero" rather than a
literary invention: "My impression is that I was thinking
about writing a detective story, and that he walked in,
complete with spats, and applied in an airy don't-careif-I-get-it way for the job of hero" (qtd. in Brabazon
120). She thus mirrors Bakhtin's sense that "It is this
extra-aesthetic reality of the hero that will enter as a
shaped reality into the work produced" (Author 199).
The independence of the Hero from the Author
reflects the independence God has granted human
creation. The Idea of the Author, according to Sayers,
"does not desire that the creature's identity should be

merged in his own, nor that his miraculous power
should be invoked to wrest the creature from its proper
nature" (Mind 132). Liapunov's translation of Bakhtin
employs the same word "merge" as a warning against
imbalanced authorial activity: "Where the author
merges with the hero, the form we get is, indeed, no
more than pure expression in the sense of 'expressive'
aesthetics, i.e., it is the result of the self-activity of the
hero in relation to whom we failed to find an exterior
position" (Author 84). Both Sayers and Bakhtin
therefore regard the author's relation to the hero as
echoing the theological paradox of free will and
determinism.
I'd like to close giving you a final parallel between
Sayers and Bakhtin that I only discovered while doing
research for this essay: both of them loved cats! Sayers'
letters are graced with affectionate references to and
cute drawings of her feline friends, and sometimes she
even assessed the worthiness of authors based on
whether they liked cats. I'm quite sure Bakhtin would
have loved the analogy she employed in her essay
"Creative Mind" to spoof the contemporary idea that
science can get closer to the truth than religion:
The desperate attempts of scientists to reduce
language to a kind of algebraic formula in
which the same symbol has always the same
meaning resemble the process of trying to
force a large and obstreperous cat into a small
basket. As fast as you tuck in the head, the tail
comes out; when you have at length confined
the hind legs, the forepaws come out and
scratch; and when, after a painful struggle, you
shut down the lid, the dismal wailings of the
imprisoned animal suggest that some essential
dignity in the creature has been violated and a
wrong done to it nature. (93)
Sayers recognized that language, like a cat, directs the
thought processes of those who attempt to control it for
their purposes. Therefore, anything created out of
language will also, like the cat, have a mind of its own.
This, of course, ties into Sayers' trinitarian aesthetic:
just as the fully human Jesus, not being a mere "tool" of
Creator God, had a mind of his own, so the "Activity"
or "Hero" of a literary work, as expressed in language,
has a mind of its own. And, once again, we see Sayers'
theory harmonizing with that of Bakhtin, who regarded
"the work of art as a living artistic event . . . and not as
something that has been . . . reduced to the bare
empirical givenness of a verbal whole" (Author 189).
Or perhaps a better way to illustrate Bakhtin's
sensibilities is to invoke a practice of the peasantry to
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which he subscribed. Russian Orthodox peasants would
not allow dogs to occupy a space containing icons, but
cats they saw as "spiritual and hence acceptable in the
presence of an icon" (Ugolnik 162). And who knows?
Perhaps that is the ultimate reason Dorothy L. Sayers
considered converting to Russian Orthodoxy!
Notes
1

2

3

Sayers explicitly attributes her sense of the Imago
Dei—the image of God manifest in humans—to
Beryaev's The Destiny of Man, which provides an
epigraph for the fifth chapter of Mind.
Reynolds states that Ridley's "appearance had
contributed in [Sayers'] subconscious to that of
Lord Peter Wimsey" (Ltrs 1: 346, nt. 2, emphasis
mine). See also Reynolds, Dorothy L. Sayers: Her
Life and Soul (55-57).
The remainder of this essay, until the final two
paragraphs, is based on passages taken from my
book, Writing Performances: The Stages of
Dorothy L. Sayers.
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Lewis on the Gospels as True Myth
Bruce W. Young

From an early age onward C.S. Lewis had a
profound love of myth. As he himself confessed, the
great myths—especially the myths of “the dying and
reviving god”—attracted and moved him “provided
[he] met [them] anywhere except in the Gospels”
(Letters 56). Oddly, what he later came to identify as
the mythic element in the New Testament initially
repelled him because he found it incomprehensible.
Possibly also it jarred him to find in a historical
document, one coming from an anti-mythic culture,
glimpses of a mythic world that he had been
accustomed to thinking of as being without historical or
any other kind of factual or rational basis. In a letter to
his friend Arthur Greeves in which he reveals that he is
“nearly certain that [the events recounted in the
Gospels] really happened,” Lewis explains the obstacle
that remains to his accepting Christianity. The main
obstacle is that he “couldn’t see . . . how the life and
death of Someone Else (whoever he was) 2000 years
ago could help us here and now—except in so far as his
example helped us.” But though Christ’s example is
important, at the center of Christianity seemed to be
something else, something about Christ’s violent and
unjust death—a death portrayed as a sacrifice—that
Lewis found not only “very mysterious” but even “silly
or shocking” (Letters 55-56).
The solution to this problem would be a deepened
understanding of myth, which Lewis arrived at with the
help of J.R.R. Tolkien. He came to accept the Gospels
as, in a sense, myth—but true myth, myth that had
actually happened. But the effect of this insight on his
understanding of the Gospels was not quite as simple as
this formulation makes it sound. What I hope to do here
is to explore what Lewis meant when he thought of the
Gospels as “true myth,” how this idea affected his
reading of the Gospels, and how it might enrich the
experience of others in similar ways. Lewis himself

argued that Christians ought to be aware of and be
nourished by the mythical element in the New
Testament. “It is the myth,” he wrote, “that gives life,”
and therefore he rejected attempts to “demythologize”
the Gospels (“Myth Became Fact” 65). In reading the
accounts of Christ’s life, death, and resurrection,
Christians should “assent to the historical fact and also
receive the myth (fact though it has become) with the
same imaginative embrace which we accord to all
myths. The one is hardly less necessary than the other”
(67). Besides considering what Lewis meant by myth
and what in the Gospels he identified as mythic, I hope
to determine what it is about myth that Lewis
considered nourishing, so much so that he held the
nourishment of myth to be virtually essential for
believers in Christ.
Lewis’s first genuine encounter with myth, as
described in Surprised by Joy, came as he read about
the Norse god Balder. From “an unrhymed translation
of Tegner’s Drapa” he read:
I heard a voice that cried,
Balder the beautiful
Is dead, is dead. (Surprised 17)
This encounter with myth was connected with a longing
for something transcendent, something which (though
never fully accessible “in our present mode of
subjective and spatio-temporal experience” [Pilgrim’s
Regress 204-05]) he imagined to be ultimately
fulfilling. Myth, along with nature and other earthly
phenomena, aroused this longing, a spiritual hunger he
described as “better than any other fullness” (Pilgrim’s
Regress 202).1 But, despite the value he placed on
them, Lewis considered the mythic stories and figures
he loved to be wholly imaginary. “Nearly all that [he]
loved [he] believed to be imaginary; nearly all that [he]
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believed to be real [he] thought grim and meaningless”;
he “care[d] for nothing but the gods and heroes, the
garden of the Hesperides, Launcelot and the Grail” but
“believe[d] in nothing but atoms and evolution and
military service” (Surprised 170, 174). At one point he
even tried abandoning or avoiding this longing he
called Joy—which would have meant taking a more
detached view of myth—trying to convince himself that
Joy was nothing but “aesthetic experience” or “romantic
delusion” (205, 201). But soon, after rereading a play
by Euripides, he found himself once again
“overwhelmed . . . off once more into the land of
longing, [his] heart at once broken and exalted” (217).
Later, as he continued to work his way through
philosophical idealism to something on the verge of
theism, he connected Joy with “the Absolute”—the
ultimate but inaccessible reality of which the world we
know is a shadow. Joy, and thus the myths that arouse
the longing, would be our closest link to what otherwise
cannot be known or experienced at all (221-22).
Finally, when he became a full-blown theist, he was
aware mainly of God as the source of our moral sense—
and God, from this point of view, is “as hard as nails”
(Mere Christianity 30). Lewis had no confidence that
God would even allow him to experience Joy, though
he later saw that, since God is our “only comfort” as
well as “the supreme terror,” to know God and be in his
presence might well be the fulfillment of this longing he
named Joy (Mere Christianity 31; Surprised 230-32).
But what of myth? For one thing, if he had found
the fulfillment of his longing why would he need the
pale substitutes that he thought he had loved through
much of his life? Part of the problem was that, though at
this point he saw God as a person, he did not yet
believe in the specifically biblical God and certainly not
in Jesus Christ as the Son of God. He was aware of two
elements in the Christian understanding that he could
not connect. One was that Jesus had actually lived, at a
specific time and place, had died and then (according to
reports he saw as probably reliable ones) returned to
life. The other was the role of Christ as redeemer,
propitiation, “Lamb of God”—what seemed to him a
mythic and therefore non-historical role. As he wrote to
Arthur Greeves, the New Testament seems to make
Christ’s historical role as an example we should follow
secondary to his role as redeemer. Our response to
Christ includes following his example, but the impulse
for that response comes from something deeper than an
admiration for his moral excellence or the wisdom of
his teachings. Humphrey Carpenter has constructed a
plausible narrative for what may have happened the
night Lewis talked with Tolkien and Hugo Dyson, when
they went along Addison’s Walk near Lewis’s room at
Magdalen College on September 19, 1931. Based on
the hints given in Lewis’s letters and elsewhere,
Carpenter describes a conversation in which Tolkien

argues for the importance of myth in understanding
human language and perception—an importance that
Lewis acknowledges though he still considers myths to
be “lies though breathed through silver.” “No,” Tolkien
responds, “they are not lies” (see Carpenter 42-43).
Since, according to Tolkien, the human mythmaking
capacity is—along with reason and our moral sense—a
divine endowment, there is always an element of truth
in myth. As Lewis later puts it, myths—especially
“about a god who dies and comes to life again’—could
be called “good dreams” sent by God into the minds of
the poets (Mere Christianity 50). This is something like
what Ransom discovers in Perelandra: because “[t]he
universe is one,” because all minds are linked, and
because “in the very matter of our world, traces of the
celestial commonwealth are not quite lost,” the patterns
and realities that govern the cosmos are available, at
least in shadowy form, to all minds. Thus, “[o]ur
mythology is based on a solider reality than we dream:
but it is also at an almost infinite distance from that
base.” This helps explain both the value of myth and its
dangers, for in human myths, we find “gleams of
celestial strength and beauty falling on a jungle of filth
and imbecility” (Perelandra 201). And indeed, much
ancient myth has a disturbingly amoral, often violent
side, so much so that some students of myth have
argued that the mythological mentality serves primarily
to make violence sacred and cover over and justify
scapegoating and persecution.2
But, that night at Magdalen College, Tolkien
persisted: What if the Bible—especially the Gospels—
recounted myth but, instead of myth coming as
fragments of truth through darkened minds, myth
presented by God himself? As Tolkien may have
explained it then—certainly as Lewis himself came to
understand—this most assuredly did not mean the
Gospel writers were deliberately writing in the mythic
mode. In fact, that mode was alien to their way of
thinking. They were presenting straightforward
accounts of events they had experienced, so that we can
(in Lewis’s view) call much in the Gospels
“reportage—though it may no doubt contain errors—
pretty close up to the facts; nearly as close as Boswell”
(“Modern Theology” 155). God (Lewis suggests) did
not author the Gospels directly. What God had authored
were the events themselves. As Tolkien is imagined by
Carpenter to have explained: while pagan myths were in
a sense “God expressing himself [indirectly] through
the minds of poets,” in Christianity “the poet who
invented . . . was God Himself, and the images He used
were real men and actual history” (44).
What we have then in the Gospels is a human
account—no doubt an inspired human account—of
“myth” that has become “fact.” In Lewis’s own words:
“The old myth of the Dying God, without ceasing to be
myth, comes down from the heaven of legend and
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imagination to the earth of history. It happens—at a
particular date, in a particular place, followed by
definable historical consequences. We pass from a
Balder or an Osiris, dying nobody knows when or
where, to a historical Person crucified . . . under
Pontius Pilate” (“Myth Became Fact” 66-67).
The Gospels, then, have the peculiar quality of
being straightforwardly, almost naively factual accounts
but at the same time (because of the events being
recounted) accounts imbued with a mythic dimension.
Lewis would have acknowledged the shaping and
interpreting hand of the Gospel writers—that is, they
knew that these events had spiritual significance and
deliberately aimed at conveying that significance to
readers. But Lewis emphasizes the evidence that these
are—or are based on—eyewitness accounts (see “What
Are We to Make of Jesus Christ?” 158-59; “Modern
Theology” 154-57). The apparent contrasts within
Christ’s character, the odd specific details, the
straightforward way narrative and dialogue are
presented—all of this suggests to Lewis either that the
Gospel writers are presenting eyewitness accounts or
else have “without known predecessors or successors,
suddenly anticipated the whole technique of modern,
novelistic, realistic narrative” (“Modern Theology”
155). In making this argument, Lewis alludes to Erich
Auerbach’s masterpiece of literary analysis Mimesis:
The Representation of Reality in Western Literature
where Auerbach, though not a Christian, finds in the
Gospel according to Mark a revolutionary literary mode
in which the highest and most significant matters,
certainly matters that for believers far outweigh the
contents of any epic or tragedy, are conveyed in a style
and setting so ordinary and socially and culturally
unglamorous that pagan writers would have found them
entirely unsuitable for serious literary presentation (see
Auerbach 41-49). As Lewis also notes, the Jews had,
under divine tutelage, acquired a strong hostility to the
mythic mentality dominating most ancient cultures.
Religious narrative, for Jews, was tied to specific
historical times and places, and, though they certainly
had a sense of transcendence, this transcendence
belonged to God and was not transferred to stories
about heroes or supernatural beings enacting adventures
or suffering horrors in a mythic realm of fantasy.
Another difference might be added: the Biblical sense
of transcendence is always connected with God’s
holiness—his moral perfection—rather than with
amoral power, as in other ancient cultures.
The Gospels, then, for Lewis had something of this
anti-mythic or at least non-mythic quality—the almost
pedestrian focus on ordinary life lived out in a specific
time and place and rendered in an “artless, historical
fashion.” As Lewis puts it, “I was by now too
experienced in literary criticism to regard the Gospels
as myths. They had not the mythical taste.” Yet the

“matter” of the Gospels is “precisely the matter of the
great myths.” And though Jesus, as depicted in the
Gospels, is “as real, as recognizable . . . as Plato’s
Socrates or Boswell’s Johnson,” he is “also numinous,
lit by a light from beyond the world, a god” (Surprised
236). Lewis used the word “numinous” elsewhere on
occasion, usually in connection with myth. “Numinous”
means “divine, spiritual, revealing or suggesting the
presence of a god; inspiring awe and reverence”
(Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. ‘numinous’). In the
chapter “On Myth” in An Experiment in Criticism
Lewis uses “numinous” as essentially synonymous with
“awe-inspiring” and lists it as one of the six
characteristics of myth (44). In this chapter Lewis
discusses myth in general—he does not even mention
the Gospels—but he begins to give some sense as to
why he considers the mythic element in the Gospels to
be essential, why he believes Christians must “receive
the myth” in the Gospels as well as assent to their
historical validity.
For most myths, historical validity is not even a
question. Myths are essentially fictional, even if they
have some historical basis. According to Lewis, the
essential characteristics of myth include (1) the fact that
they are “extra-literary”—that is, they do not depend on
a particular literary rendition but have a powerful effect
as stories with a “simple narrative shape,” an effect that
comes through in either simple summaries or more
elaborate versions; (2) the related fact that they depend
“hardly at all on such usual narrative attractions as
suspense or surprise,” so that, even if we know the
story, its mere shape will continue to affect us deeply;
(3) the minimizing of human sympathy—by which, as I
understand it, Lewis means that the figures in myth
have a universal quality leading us, not to analyze their
individual personalities or pity or identify with their
individual circumstances, but rather to see their stories
as being the stories of “all men”; (4) content made up of
the “fantastic” or “preternatural,” things impossible in
ordinary circumstances; (5) the fact that they are
“grave”—serious, weighty, solemn—whether the events
are joyful or sad; and finally (6) the fact that they are
“numinous” or “awe-inspiring” (42-44).
Despite not being written in a mythic mode, the
Gospels have, for Lewis, many of the characteristics of
myth. The overall narrative of the incarnation,
crucifixion, and resurrection certainly has a “simple
narrative shape” that comes through in a variety of
renditions, and this narrative does not affect us
mainly—or perhaps at all—by the usual narrative
attractions of suspense and surprise. The mythic
“minimizing of human sympathy” does not describe the
Gospel narratives very well—in fact, I consider this to
be one of the most marked differences between the
Gospels and pure myth—for we are drawn in each of
the Gospels to sympathize with specific people: Mary,
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Martha, Lazarus, the apostles, the woman taken in
adultery, the man born blind, parents whose children
have died, the father who cries “with tears, Lord, I
believe; help thou mine unbelief” (Mark 9:24), and
many others.3 We are even led to feel this way about
Jesus himself: Jesus says, “The foxes have holes, and
the birds of the air have nests; but the Son of man hath
not where to lay his head” (Matt. 8:20); as he enters
Gethsemane, “he began to be sorrowful and very
heavy” (Matt. 26:37)—Mark even says he was
“amazed,” or as some translate it, “awe-struck,
astonished”—and on the cross Jesus cries out, “My
God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” (Mark
15:34). But though deep human sympathy is clearly
invited by the Gospel accounts, still there is in these
accounts a dimension of transcendence and universality
that affects us in something like the mythic way—or
perhaps it would be more accurate to say that myths
approach in a shadowy way the sense of genuine
transcendence we find in the Gospels.
The Gospels certainly include the “preternatural,”
things ordinarily impossible, most powerfully in the
accounts of the transfiguration and resurrection but also
in many of the smaller miracles. The Gospels are
“grave,” certainly not “comic” in any shallow way.
And, as I have already noted, the Gospels are
“numinous,” not only in the events recounted but
especially in the figure of Jesus himself. In several
books and essays, it is this encounter with Jesus as a
divine being that Lewis emphasizes. He is not merely “a
great moral teacher,” Lewis reminds us in Mere
Christianity and “What Are We to Make of Jesus
Christ?” He forgives sins (the prerogative of God
himself), uses the divine name “I am,” and has been
sending prophets for centuries (see Mere Christianity
51-52; “What Are We to Make of Jesus Christ?” 15658). What is remarkable here is not that Lewis suddenly
was able to conceive of a divine being; he already
believed in God some years before accepting
Christianity. What is new is that he sees God present in
a new way in the human world—in the concrete
historical world of human experience. Each step in his
conversion, “from the Absolute to ‘Spirit’ and from
‘Spirit’ to ‘God,’ had been a step toward the more
concrete, the more imminent, the more compulsive”; to
see God now incarnate, living among us, “was a further
step in the same direction” (Surprised 237).
This connection between the transcendent and the
concrete helps explain why it matters to Lewis that we
receive the Gospel accounts as, in some sense, mythic.
For one thing, as Lewis’s general discussion of myth
indicates, myth affects us powerfully, by its simple,
inevitable shape, by its gravity, by the awe that it
inspires. In other words, to receive the Gospel accounts
as myth means, among other things, being receptive to
their “numinous” quality, feeling them as serious and

awe-inspiring accounts, discerning the simple shape that
underlies the details. We will not read the Gospels
lightly as either interesting but distant historical
accounts or mere collections of reasonable advice or
exemplary tales. There is something in the Gospels of
profound and even cosmic importance, something
woven into the fabric of our souls and underlying the
very structure of the universe. The awe and reverence
that myth inspires us to feel is properly directed toward
God. Lewis reflects that, before his conversion, he had
come “far nearer to feeling” religious awe “about the
Norse gods whom [he] disbelieved in than [he] had ever
done about the true God” in whom (as a child) he
nominally believed (Surprised 77). If he can now
receive the Gospels as myth, that feeling of awe and
reverence can appropriately be transferred to the true
God.
Furthermore, Lewis believed there is something
about myth that empowers it to convey truth in an
especially effective way. We normally think of “truth”
as something abstract and universal; we do not
experience it concretely in the same way we encounter
pain or joy. In fact, Lewis suggests, we cannot at one
and the same time experience something concretely and
think about it abstractly. Yet, Lewis says, “[o]f this
tragic dilemma myth is the partial solution. In the
enjoyment of a great myth we come nearest to
experiencing as a concrete what can otherwise be
understood only as an abstraction.” It is as if the images
and events of myth convey universal truths which we
experience not so much intellectually as emotionally
and imaginatively. Thus, “myth is the isthmus which
connects the peninsular world of thought with that vast
continent we really belong to”—namely the world of
direct, concrete experience. Myth is “not, like truth,
abstract; nor is it, like direct experience, bound to the
particular” (“Myth Became Fact” 66).
In the Gospels—or rather in the events they
recount—the connecting power of myth goes one step
further. Rather than simply being stories that allow us to
encounter universal truths through concrete images and
events, the Gospels bear witness to the actual
incarnation of truth: that is, to the fact that the highest
truth is personal—a Person, who becomes flesh and
dwells among us. Christ doesn’t simply teach us truth
(as abstraction): He is himself “the way, the truth, the
life” (John 14:6). In the incarnation, Lewis sees the
beginning of a healing process that will eventually
characterize the “New Creation,” the redeemed and
glorified world into which the fallen world will some
day be transformed. In Perelandra, Lewis suggests that
the split “of truth from myth and of both from fact” is
an unfortunate result of the Fall (143-44), and
elsewhere he argues that in the New Creation that split
will be overcome: “the dry bones [will be] clothed
again with flesh, the fact and the myth [will be]
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remarried” (Miracles 263). The transcendent reality
hinted at in myth will actually be present in the “New
Creation”; the longing that Lewis calls “Joy” will
finally find its fulfillment.
In the meantime, the Gospels give us not only a
preview of the glory God has in store for those who
love him, but a key to the meaning of the world we now
inhabit. For, though it is fallen, this world retains,
according to Lewis, the main features of the divine
meaning with which God endowed it as its creator. The
Gospels help us see this divine meaning, especially if
they are read mythically: like myth, they “[take] all the
things we know and [restore] to them the rich
significance which has been hidden by ‘the veil of
familiarity’” (“Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings” 90).
Lewis’s book Miracles explores various ways the
Gospels illuminate the world we live in. The most
concentrated exposition of this idea is the chapter on
“The Grand Miracle,” the Grand Miracle being the
incarnation itself—“grand” for Lewis in part because it
encompasses all that the Gospels tells us about Christ,
including the resurrection. According to Lewis, the
incarnation encompasses four patterns—what might be
called mythic or archetypal patterns—that illuminate
the meaning of the world as a whole: (1) the uniting of
apparently contrary or incommensurable elements—in
the incarnation, the divine and the human, and, in our
own experience, our spiritual and animal natures (17678); (2) the pattern of descent and reascent or death and
rebirth, found in the incarnation itself and in Christ’s
death, resurrection, and ascension, and also found in
various ways through all of nature (178-81); (3)
selectivity, found in Christ’s status as the Only Begotten
Son and Messiah, the chosen one born as a member of
the “chosen people,” and found also even in apparently
brutal ways in the selectivity of natural processes (18790); and (4) vicariousness—Christ’s bearing of our sins
and suffering and dying in our place along with a
similar pattern found through all of nature, where
everything is interdependent, where all lives through or
from something other than itself (190-91).
To read the Gospels mythically would for Lewis be
in part to read them with an eye to patterns such as
these. In the “simple narrative shape” of the Gospel
accounts we would see something of the shape of the
universe as a whole, something of the pattern that runs
through all of nature. But this does not mean—and
Lewis is emphatic about this—that Christ is just another
“Nature-God.” For one thing, rather than being an
expression of natural powers and processes, Christ is
the Creator; he has power over Nature. It is true that
underlying the Gospel accounts is something very
similar to the stories of “Dying Gods” found throughout
mythology, in which life is restored or a land is
redeemed by a god’s death, sometimes through the
annual death and rebirth of a god (see Miracles 181-

87). But the unique and universal claims of
Christianity—the “once for all” character of the
incarnation and redemption—coupled with the
straightforward rendition of events in the Gospels make
of Christ something quite different from these
imaginary figures from the myths. He is, as Lewis puts
it, not a “Nature-God” but the “God of Nature” (184,
187).
What we learn from the Gospels if we read them
mythically but also historically is thus something about
the nature of reality. Here (in the incarnation), Lewis
says, is “the comment which makes that crabbed text
[i.e., Nature or reality] plain: or rather, proves itself to
be the text on which Nature was only the commentary.”
In other words, what the Gospels reveal is not only the
meaning of nature—not only a sense of the patterns that
govern the universe. What they reveal is that the story
of the universe is in fact the story of God’s working to
redeem human beings, and with them all of creation,
with Christ as the “pioneer and perfecter” (Hebrews
12:2 NRSV), the one who leads the way and carries out
the process. The patterns we see in nature, through
everyday observation or scientific discovery, are, as it
were, allusions to or secondary reflections of this
central story about the universe. “In science we have
been reading only the notes to a poem; in Christianity
we find the poem itself” (Miracles 212).
In Lewis’s view it is crucial that we understand
these realities not simply or primarily as mental
abstractions. We must understand them with our
imaginations and emotions. Hence, Lewis suggests,
God speaks to us through events, through stories. These
stories will have a symbolic or mythic dimension, for—
as Lewis puts it in a discussion of the poet Edmund
Spenser—“symbols are the natural speech of the soul”
(“Edmund Spenser” 137). But it is also crucial that this
symbolic dimension not be separated off into the nevernever land of imagination. God speaks to us through
actual people and events, things that actually happen.
And the ethical element is also crucial, more crucial in
fact (I believe) than Lewis sometimes seemed to make it
when he was focusing on the Gospels as myth. Lewis
was drawn to Christianity not just because it seemed to
him a true myth, but also because it seemed to him the
supreme expression of the God who is truly good. True
religion will appeal to that in us which is rooted to the
earth—our physical, emotional, and imaginative
natures—but it will also appeal to the moral and
rational faculties God has given us. In Lewis’s words,
true religion must be both “Thick” and “Clear”—that is,
both concrete and symbolic (we might say “mythic”),
on the one hand, and “philosophical, ethical and
universalizing,” on the other. Christianity “breaks down
the middle wall of the partition” between these aspects
of our natures, taking “a convert from central and
African and tell[ing] him to obey an enlightened
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universalist ethic” and taking “a twentieth-century
academic prig like me” (Lewis says) and “tell[ing] me
to go fasting to a Mystery, to drink the blood of the
Lord” (“Christian Apologetics” 102-03).
Lewis’s point, I believe, is that Christianity not
only contains both elements or appeals to both
dimensions of our nature but that it unites them. It
should be no surprise that the central myth of
Christianity is not merely the incarnation; it is the
atonement, a word that literally means “making things
at one.” The significance of the incarnation itself lies
not merely in the combining of the divine and human
but (as Augustine points out) in the divine humility, a
humility that Paul explicitly invites us to imitate: the
divine condescension in which Christ willingly “makes
himself of no reputation,” takes on him the form of a
servant, and is obedient even unto death, in order to
save us.4 Lewis, though without referring to myth,
offers something very like this as his attempt at
understanding Christ’s atoning sacrifice—that Christ
did for us, and enables us to do through him, what we
cannot do on our own, namely, submit, repent (which
for Lewis means a “willing submission to humiliation
and a kind of death”), put ourselves in God’s hands, and
allow him to transform us (see Mere Christianity 5658). Though Lewis couldn’t initially see how Christ’s
example could save us, what Lewis says about the
atonement suggests, perhaps, that just as the incarnation
combines myth and fact, so in the atonement Christ
appeals to us and works in us through his example as
well as through his power as a mythic figure; he affects
our intellect and moral sense as well as our
imaginations.
Though Lewis’s conversion involved his
understanding the Gospels as “true myth,” it seems to
me they took on an even more profound meaning for
him as he came to see them as a divinely inspired
revelation of the divine nature, of the love extended to
us by the Father and the Son and of the promise that we
might be partakers of the divine life revealed in Christ.
Lewis’s own attempts at myth making—I am thinking
especially of the Chronicles of Narnia and Till We
Have Faces—have much the same aim, but of course
Lewis would insist that they are in every way secondary
to the Gospels. For the Gospels do not derive from the
imagination of poets but instead report, and allow us to
participate in, real and concrete encounters with the Son
of God himself.
Notes
1

See also Surprised 7, 17-18, 72-73, 118-19, 166-70,
219-20, and throughout.
2
See especially René Girard, “The Bible Is Not a
Myth,” The Girard Reader, Things Hidden, and
Violence and the Sacred.

3

4

All Biblical quotations are from the King James
Version unless otherwise indicated.
See Philippians 2:5-8 and Augustine 152 (VII.18),
250-51 (X.43).
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Narrating Pain: C.S. Lewis and the Problem of Evil
Samuel Joeckel

Over 20 years separate the publication dates of
C.S. Lewis’s The Problem of Pain and A Grief
Observed. Written relatively early in both his career
and in his pilgrimage as a Christian, The Problem of
Pain takes its place in a genre that is at least as old as
the book of Job: the theodicy, the attempt to address the
question, ‘Why does God allow bad things to happen?’
Lewis’s return to this topic roughly 20 years after the
publication of The Problem of Pain—albeit in a
radically different discursive form—suggests that this
question never goes away, no matter how cogent the
argument or compelling the answer. Lewis returned to
the subject late in his Christian pilgrimage frankly
because he had to. The death of his wife, Joy Davidman
Gresham, hurled Lewis into a crisis of suffering that
caused him to doubt everything that he believed.
Writing what was later titled A Grief Observed was
therapeutic for Lewis, who called the book a “defense
against total collapse, a safety valve” (22).
When I teach a course on Lewis, I like to hold the
two books on pain and suffering, one in each hand,
raise them toward my students, and ask, ‘Which of
these two texts would give you more comfort in your
own crisis of suffering? Which of the two would you
recommend to the sufferer?’ Almost unanimously, my
students reply, ‘A Grief Observed’—this despite the
fact that A Grief Observed depicts a Lewis grappling
with God, angry with and frightened by God, a Lewis
who, in his darker moments, suggests that God had
successfully played a “vile practical joke” on His own
Son (34). Clearly something more than twenty years
separate the triumphant Problem of Pain and the tragic
A Grief Observed: Though written by the same author
on the same subject, the two texts diverge in discursive
methods, tone, and in attestations that are just plain
contradictory. In this essay, I will explore some of these
points of divergence, seeking to understand why my
students and other Lewis readers resonate more strongly
with the narrative account of suffering and loss

registered in A Grief Observed than with the rational
defense of God’s goodness in the face of suffering,
philosophized in The Problem of Pain.
One major theodicy presented in The Problem of
Pain originates—at least to my knowledge—in the
writings of the Apostle Paul. In 1 Corinthians 12, Paul
pleads with the Lord to remove his thorn in the flesh.
The Lord, however, flatly rejects Paul’s request,
responding, “‘My grace is sufficient for you, for my
power is made perfect in weakness’” (1 Corinthians
12:8). Paradoxically strengthened by his own
weaknesses, Paul begins to delight in hardships and in
difficulties. Similarly, in The Problem of Pain, Lewis
points to the paradox of suffering—how pain can
occasion human responses that allow God to transform
people. In one of the most famous sentences of the
book, Lewis writes, “God whispers to us in our
pleasures, speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our
pains; it is his megaphone to rouse a deaf world” (83).
“Pain,” Lewis continues, “shatters the creature’s false
self-sufficiency; the will must be surrendered to God”
(91).
The Lewis of A Grief Observed, on the other hand,
wrestles with a pain that shatters more than selfsufficiency; it seems to explode the entire foundation
upon which Lewis built his earlier theodicy. As Lewis
admits in A Grief Observed, “What grounds has [Joy’s
death] given me for doubting all that I believe? …We
were even promised sufferings. They were part of the
program. We were told, ‘Blessed are they that mourn,’
and I accepted it. I’ve got nothing that I hadn’t
bargained for. Of course it is different when the thing
happens to oneself, not to others, and in reality, not in
the imagination” (42). These sentences inscribe the
hard-earned truth that when theodicy meets reality,
reality generally wins. Later in A Grief Observed, in
fact, Lewis implies that philosophical, theodicybuilding approaches to suffering only compound the
problem of pain by proposing answers to ill-formed
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questions, false starting points of inquiry. He writes,
“Can a mortal ask questions which God finds
unanswerable? Quite easily, I should think. All
nonsense questions are unanswerable. How many hours
are there in a mile? Is yellow square or round? Probably
half the questions we ask—half our great theological
and metaphysical problems—are like that” (81). In
stark contrast to the self-assured Lewis of The Problem
of Pain, the doubting Lewis of A Grief Observed admits
that “there is nothing we can do with suffering except to
suffer it” (38).
Other disquieting contradictions augment the
conceptual and tonal distance separating the two texts.
In a chapter titled “Divine Goodness” in The Problem
of Pain, Lewis states that love may cause pain to its
object. As Lewis writes, “It is for people whom we care
nothing about that we demand happiness on any terms:
with our friends, lovers, and children, we are exacting
and would rather see them suffer much than be happy in
contemptible and estranging modes…If God is love, He
is something more than kindness.” Re-invoking what I
earlier called the paradox of suffering, Lewis argues
that this something-more-than-kindness—divine
goodness and love—“demands the perfecting of the
beloved,” paradoxically accomplished through the
refining fires of suffering. In A Grief Observed,
however, when Lewis seeks out that paradoxical
experience created by divine goodness and love, he
finds only divine rejection. He explains, “But go to
[God] when your need is desperate, when all other help
is vain, and what do you find? A door slammed in your
face, and a sound of bolting and double bolting on the
inside. After that, silence” (4).
The contradictions between the two books on
suffering and loss are thus inescapable. While the Lewis
of The Problem of Pain could expatiate in chapter’s
length on the non-contradiction between human
suffering and divine goodness, the Lewis of A Grief
Observed seems to undermine that notion of divine
goodness with one agonized sweep of the pen. “Sooner
or later,” this tortured Lewis admits, “I must face the
question in plain language. What reason have we,
except our own desperate wishes, to believe that God is,
by any standard we can conceive, ‘good’? Doesn’t all
the prima facie evidence suggest exactly the opposite?
What have we to set against it?” (33-34). The reconceptualization of divine goodness in The Problem of
Pain becomes re-re-conceptualized in A Grief
Observed—to the point that divine goodness falls
outside the pale of anything we can call good.
In addition to enduring the all-consuming pangs of
an encompassing suffering, the Lewis of A Grief
Observed also experiences more particularized throes
of despair for which I believe the Lewis of The Problem
of Pain never accounted. Once Joy died, Lewis began
to construct in his mind an imaginary Joy, what he in

his self-pity calls a “mere doll to be blubbered over.”
The reality of Joy—her physical presence—is no longer
there to check him, and he possessed no clear
photograph of her. To his horror, Lewis realizes that he
cannot remember her clearly. In his overpowering grief,
Lewis begins to commemorate a woman who exists
only as an imaginary construct.
Though the struggles like these recorded in A Grief
Observed make some of Lewis’s more conservative
Christian readers nervous and uncomfortable, it would
be misleading to overemphasize the hopelessness of the
text; it is not an account of Lewis’s apostasy. And my
students (at a conservative Christian university)
certainly would not give it the nod over The Problem of
Pain if it were. Though his life would never be the
same, Lewis works through his grief, gradually finding
some resolution.
Perhaps most significantly, Lewis realizes that the
unrestrained, plaintive cries of the sufferer can drown
out God’s voice even when that voice is projected
through the megaphone described in The Problem of
Pain. In a passage that marks an important shift in A
Grief Observed, Lewis achieves yet another hardearned insight, this time one that brings him comfort:
I have gradually been coming to feel that the
door is no longer shut and bolted. Was it my
own frantic need that slammed it in my face?
The time when there is nothing at all in your
soul except a cry for help may be just the time
when God can’t give it: you are like the
drowning man who can’t be helped because he
clutches and grabs. Perhaps your own
reiterated cries deafen you to the voice you
hoped to hear. (53-54)
In addition, when that “frantic need” and those
“reiterated cries” subside, Lewis can once again fix his
mind’s eye on the real Joy, not the one constructed by
self-pity and an imagination skewed by grief and
desperation. “Passionate grief,” writes Lewis, “does not
link us with the dead but cuts us off from them. This
becomes clearer and clearer. It is just at those moments
when I feel least sorrow—getting into my morning bath
is usually one of them—that [Joy] rushes upon my mind
in her full reality, her otherness” (64-65).
My sense is that the shockingly honest, emotionally
and spiritually charged narrative of suffering and loss in
A Grief Observed comes across as more real, more
authentic and genuine to my students than does the
theoretically oriented, painstakingly argued theodicy
offered in The Problem of Pain. Students seem more
compelled by the organically developed conclusion in A
Grief Observed that suffering, when it is
overwhelmingly great, can de-sensitize our receptivity
to God’s voice. Some students know this experientially;
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they read their own narrative in Lewis’s narrative and
perhaps find that Lewis gives voice to some of their
own moments of doubt and despair.
I am more interested, however, in the underlying
factors behind this preference, this partiality toward
narrative. By extrapolation, it would seem that the
evidential arguments that buttress the theodicies of such
popular Christian thinkers as Josh McDowell, Lee
Strobel, Ravi Zacharias, R.C. Sproul, and William Lane
Craig would be less convincing to my students than
narrative accounts of suffering and loss. These students
are not anomalous: Their sentiments echo a growing
consensus in the academic community—one that is
sympathetic to narrative approaches to the problem of
evil.
Before launching his own philosophical theodicy,
for example, Daniel Howard-Snyder makes a distinction
between the “practical problem of evil and the
theoretical problem of evil” (79). He then admits that
many of his readers will be disappointed by his
exclusive focus on the theoretical problem: “I am in
sympathy with them. After all, evil and suffering are too
real to be dealt with on a merely theoretical level….
The premise here is true: for many people, there are
times when ‘philosophical twaddle’ about God and evil
cannot meet their needs” (80). Philosopher Susan J.
Brison also notes how philosophical discourse often
empties suffering of its lived, individualized meanings.
A victim of sexual assault, Brison struggles to localize
terms that are easily dislodged from their particularized
context: “And I felt that I had very little control over the
meaning of the word ‘rape.’ Using the term denied the
particularity of what I had experienced and invoked in
other people whatever rape scenario they had already
constructed.”
Brison’s
language—“localized
terms,”
“particularized contexts”—suggests that the experience
of suffering and loss opens up a space that tends to
bifurcate discursive approaches to the problem of evil.
On the one hand, philosophical approaches, like those
found in Lewis’s The Problem of Pain, often operate
from outside the space of suffering, from a deindividualized vantage point that, if successful, will
render universally binding conclusions. Analyzing the
space of suffering from outside that very space, such
approaches necessarily maintain a phenomenological
distance from suffering, combating the problem of evil
from an abstract, de-particularized perspective;
concrete instances of evil are held at bay while the
theodicy-maker squares off against the universal
problem of evil. On the other hand, narrative
approaches—like that found in Lewis’s A Grief
Observed—operate from inside the space of suffering,
occupying the personalized space of individuals
grappling with evil. Such narratives eliminate that
phenomenological distance and give representation to

concrete, particularized experiences of suffering; evil
rushes in upon the reader as the narrative unfolds.
Lewis often favored the philosophical, departicularized perspective, for in many ways, Lewis was
a product of his age. He gave reasons for the hope that
lay within him using Enlightenment standards of
rationality. The philosophical framework of The
Problem of Pain—its clear stance of analyzing
suffering from outside the space of suffering—is a
testament to that fact. However, when Joy died in 1960,
he was forced to return to the problem of pain in a way
that made him so uncomfortable that, when A Grief
Observed was published, he resorted to the use of a
pseudonym (N.W. Clerk). Namely, Lewis was forced to
enter the space of suffering where the particularities of
his own experience became evident. Lewis thus
necessarily shed his typical discursive identity as a
dispassionate inquirer whose reasonable conclusions
were irrefutable to anyone exercising good common
sense and impartiality. The Lewis of A Grief Observed
is convincing to my students precisely because he is
partial. By necessity, he abandons the decontextualized, neutral posture adopted in The Problem
of Pain and begins a narrative of suffering and loss that
is already embedded in a context: that of a middle-aged
academic who recently lost his wife, who wants to turn
to his Christian faith but finds God’s presence to be
overshadowed by the tyrannizing presence of grief.
Once Lewis steps inside the space of suffering, he
necessarily perspectivizes his narrative and sheds the
de-localized voice that predominates in many of his
other books on faith. Unlike The Problem of Pain, A
Grief Observed draws readers into a deeply
contextualized scenario, and it is within this context that
the truth claims and conclusions that Lewis narratively
works out achieve a richer and more convincing
coherence and meaning.
What Lewis shows my students not only in A Grief
Observed but also in his fantasy and science fiction
literature is that Christians are in an advantageous
position to flesh out truth claims that proceed from
contextualized narratives. Lewis, after all, identified
Christianity as a myth—the archetypal narrative—that
became fact. Lewis’s myths project worlds, open up
spaces that beckon the reader to enter. Once inside this
space, Christian truth claims achieve a fuller resonance
because they are placed within a specific context.
What is true for Christian truth claims is true for
Christian suffering. In Book 1 of The Chronicles of
Narnia, The Magician’s Nephew, for example, young
Digory Kirke pleads with Aslan to give him something
that will cure his dying mother. As Lewis narrates,
‘But please, please—won’t you—can’t you
give me something that will cure Mother?’ Up
till then he had been looking at the Lion’s
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great feet and the huge claws on them; now, in
his despair, he looked up at its face. What he
saw surprised him as much as anything in his
whole life. For the tawny face was bent down
near his own and (wonder of wonders) great
shining tears stood in the Lion’s eyes. They
were such big, bright tears compared with
Digory’s own that for a moment he felt as if
the Lion must really be sorrier about his
Mother than he was himself.
‘My son, my son,’ said Aslan. ‘I know. Grief
is great. Only you and I in this land know that
yet. Let us be good to one another.’ (168)
This passage shows that Christians are in that
advantageous position mentioned earlier not only
because they have a narrative that contextualizes truth
claims. Perhaps more importantly, this passage reveals
that the One who permits suffering suffers Himself. He
involves Himself, as Aslan does with Digory, in the
personal narratives of grief and despair lived out by his
own children. To use my previous metaphor, like
narrative approaches to the problem of evil, God enters
the space of human suffering. Once inside, He
participates in the unbearable grief that is observed
there. The Magician’s Nephew at this particular point
brings readers inside the space of suffering, where
Aslan not only meets Digory, but, for the engaged
reader, where God can also meet us as we endure pain
and despair. Narrative accounts of suffering and loss
like A Grief Observed encourage my students that God
can likewise meet them there in their own respective
contexts—their own particularized spaces of suffering.
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Personal Honesty as an Epistemological Key in the Works of C.S. Lewis
Mike Mitchell

Once when asked what he thought of a book
entitled Honest to God, Lewis replied, “I prefer being
honest to being ‘honest to God.’”1 It is an unmitigated
honesty, with one’s self and with God, which Lewis
establishes as the central epistemological issue. This is
not a surface level honesty—not a general, storge
honesty—but an honesty directly related to the purity
and intensity of one’s will. According to Lewis, the
condition of one’s will is the epistemological key.
Through a scrutiny of internal motives and of emotional
prejudices, Lewis’s epistemology seeks to expose all
those factors in human nature that so constantly, yet
subtly, evade and distort the truth. This is not to say that
Lewis did not place a high value on a person’s ability to
reason and the quality of his or her logic—especially
the logic of theological inquiry—but he understood that
this was not the primary issue in the process of
discovering the truth.
This being the case, Lewis’s approach can best be
described as an epistemology of the will. The quality of
one’s will to believe is the most decisive factor in
someone being in a state of belief or unbelief. In
Lewis’s perspective, a person’s desire to know the truth
must exceed the desire to secure self-interests.
It necessarily follows from the orthodox Christian
concept of an all-knowing, all-powerful, all-good God,
and from the fact that his explicit intent is for people to
know him, that if a person who claims to want to know
him does not know him—does not see what God has
attempted to explicitly show—that the person must be
less than honest in his or her claim to seek God. As will
be shown, the presence of such dishonesty often results
in a shallow, yet comforting illusion, which ultimately
results in an inability to know one’s own true identity,
God’s identity, and the necessary implications therein.
It will be good to begin with a passage from
Chapter nine in The Great Divorce which is very
indicative of Lewis’s view of the importance of honesty
and/or purity of will. In this passage the protagonist
asks George Macdonald about the fate of “the poor
Ghosts who never get into the omnibus at all,”

essentially raising the question of the fate of those who
lie outside the truth and that of the accessibility of the
truth to them. Macdonald replies:
Everyone who wishes it does. Never fear.
There are only two kinds of people in the end:
those who say to God, ‘Thy will be done,’ and
those to whom God says, in the end, ‘Thy will
be done.’ All that are in Hell choose it.
Without that self-choice there could be no
Hell. No soul that seriously and constantly
desires joy will ever miss it. Those who seek
find. To those who knock it is opened.
If it is the case that no one who “seriously and
constantly desires joy will ever miss it,” why then are
there so many (The Great Divorce is filled with
descriptions of them) of those who do miss it and yet
experience such a deep sense of injustice? For many
people, the mere idea of Hell evokes such a sense of
injustice that they paradoxically claim to reject
orthodox Christian doctrine on moral grounds. This
sense of injustice is often a result of a person’s failure
to come to terms with his or her own sin. It is a willful
blindness for the sake of defending one’s own
righteousness.
No where in Lewis’s writing is this issue
expounded on more thoroughly than in the work he
personally considered to be his masterpiece, Till We
Have Faces. This story, written as a novel, retells the
Greek myth of Cupid and Psyche as a means to
allegorically answer the question raised by the disciple
Judas (not Judas Iscariot) in John 14:22: “But, Lord,
why do you intend to show yourself to us and not to the
world?”—a question which brings to a sharp point the
issue raised above: why are those who see God so
seemingly few, when he is “not wanting anyone to
perish, but everyone to come to repentance?”2
Orual, the protagonist and speaker throughout the
story, explains her motivation for writing the story:
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I am old now and have not much to fear from
the anger of gods. I have no husband nor
child, nor hardly a friend, through whom they
can hurt me . . . Being, for all these reasons,
free from fear, I will write in this book what
no one who has happiness would dare to write.
I will accuse the gods, especially the god who
lives on the Grey Mountain. That is, I will tell
all he has done to me from the very beginning,
as if I were making my complaint of him
before a judge. But there is no judge between
gods and men, and the god of the mountain
will not answer me.3
She “accuses” the gods and explains the source of the
freedom with which she writes to be the fact that there
is no one through whom the gods can hurt her. Clearly,
Orual’s case screams of injustice—an injustice
grounded in the thought that she suffers at the hands of
the gods, yet is given no clear access to them or to an
understanding of their demands on her. As revealed in
the last line of this passage, it is this concealing of the
gods—their refusal to reveal themselves to her—that is
Orual’s main contention against them: “there is no
judge between gods and men, and the god of the
mountain will not answer me.”
One of the ways in which Lewis conveys his point
with such power is that, through much of the story,
Orual’s case against the gods appears to be a fairly
justified one. Orual’s earthly life is not at all an easy
one. She is the unwanted daughter of a tyrant king, has
a strikingly unattractive appearance, and a self-absorbed
sister whose appearance is just the opposite. While
Orual is still a child, her mother dies giving birth to her
youngest sister, Psyche, with whom Orual eventually
has a relationship that is sweeter than the rest of her life
is bitter.
However, despite the blissful relationship between
the two girls and the apparently redeeming value it has
in Orual’s otherwise treacherous life, Psyche is
eventually taken from her. She is offered in sacrifice to
the god of the Grey Mountain mentioned in the opening
passage, and thus the suspicion based on Orual’s plight
up until the time of Psyche—that the gods had hated
her—is seemingly confirmed, but not without some
doubt. The offering of Psyche to the god of the Grey
Mountain turns out to be a marriage rather than a
sacrifice, which is Lewis’s allegorical expression of
Psyche’s conversion. Soon after, Orual makes a
dangerous trek to retrieve Psyche from the mountain
and upon finding her is deeply troubled as Psyche
speaks of a god and a palace of grandeur (all part of the
conversion experience), none of which Orual can see.
She is thrown into a crisis of faith, but quickly decides
that the responsibility for her lack of sight of the object
of faith lies with the gods and not with herself. Her

account of her fleeting vision is very telling:
And now, you who read, give judgment. That
moment when I either saw or thought I saw the
House—does it tell against the gods or against
me? Would they (if they answered) make it a
part of their defence? Say it was a sign, a hint,
beckoning me to answer the riddle one way
rather than the other? I’ll not grant them that.
What is the use of a sign which is itself only
another riddle? . . . They set the riddle and
then allow a seeming that can’t be tested and
can only quicken and thicken the tormenting
whirlpool of your guess-work. If they had an
honest intention to guide us, why is their
guidance not plain? Psyche could speak plain
when she was three; do you tell me the gods
have not yet come so far?4
Throughout the story, and culminating with the
exchange between the two sisters, Lewis allegorically
poses the glaring question about Jesus’s seeming
selectiveness in revealing himself to people. Why do
the gods choose to reveal themselves with such lucidity
to Psyche, and yet with vague, fleeting visions to Orual?
Orual’s conclusion is that the reason for such apparent
favoritism is the capriciousness and injustice of the
gods.
Soon after Orual’s discovery of the differences in
what she and Psyche can and cannot see, she attempts
to turn to the gods in prayer in a passage of great
strategic importance in conveying the thrust of Lewis’s
message about the importance of honesty in
epistemology. When Orual returns home after her
encounter with Psyche, she is soon left alone and then
does something she says she thinks, “few have done”:
I spoke to the gods myself, alone, in such
words as came to me, not in a temple, and
without a sacrifice. I stretched myself face
downward on the floor and called upon them
with my whole heart. I took back every word I
had said against them. I promised anything
they might ask of me, if only they would send
me a sign. They gave me none. When I began
there was red firelight in the room and rain on
the roof; when I rose up again the fire had
sunk a little lower, and the rain drummed on
as before.5
Because her prayer is portrayed as a genuine one, it is
this passage that gives Orual’s case against the gods the
most credence. It is a prayer offered in seemingly
authentic humility, but is still met with only silence.
The shape of Orual’s argument against the gods is
very important in understanding the epistemological
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point Lewis is making. The sympathy for Orual evoked
from the reader is key in his didactic strategy. Orual is
not a fatuitous, pampered character who takes the good
things in life for granted. There are few good things in
her life, and when she receives the rare gift of genuine
love, the very person who gives it is taken away from
her. She is then told of the immense grandeur on the
mountain, which, if real, would remedy all her pain and
bring utter fulfillment, but she is unable to see it. Then
her seemingly authentic plea to the gods for answers is
met with dead silence.
This dilemma is also raised with painful clarity in
Lewis’s much more personal work, A Grief Observed,
in which he records his thoughts and feelings during a
period of bereavement after the death of his wife.
Notice the striking similarity of Orual’s complaint
against the gods and Lewis’s own emotions as he seeks
God’s comfort in his time of tremendous pain:
Meanwhile, where is God? This is one of the
most disquieting symptoms. When you are
happy, so happy that you have no sense of
needing Him, so happy that you are tempted to
feel His claims upon you as an interruption, if
you remember yourself and turn to Him with
gratitude and praise, you will be—or so it
feels—welcomed with open arms. But go to
Him when your need is desperate, when all
other help is vain, and what do you find? A
door slammed in your face, and a sound of
bolting and double bolting on the inside. After
that, silence. You may as well turn away. The
longer you wait, the more emphatic the silence
will become. There are no lights in the
windows. It might be an empty house. Was it
ever inhabited? It seemed so once. And that
seeming was as strong as this. What can this
mean? Why is He so present a commander in
our time of prosperity and so very absent a
help in time of trouble?6
It is a sense of injustice that under girds both Orual’s
case against the gods and Lewis’s own feelings in his
bereavement. Judas’s question is found woven
throughout these and others of Lewis’s works. Why
does God show himself to some and not to others? Why
does he remain silent when someone so desires to hear
him to speak?
As in the case with Orual, many are tempted to
think this reflects God’s arbitrary nature and his
indifference to human need. As has been said, many
argue that the lack of success in God’s plan to make
himself known is his fault. Orual, however, is
eventually faced with the sobering reality that the only
obstacle which prevents her from seeing all that Psyche
sees and from hearing the gods clearly lies completely

within herself. At the end of the story Orual stands in
the presence of the gods on her judgment day and is
forced to read her complaint against them from the
book in which she has written this complaint over and
over again through the course of her life. Amazingly,
when this same complaint, which has always sounded
so completely justified, is read in the immortal world—
that is in the real world—it sounds completely different
than when Orual is writing it. The book of complaint
itself even appears differently when it is seen in
immortality: “A little, shabby, crumpled thing, nothing
like my great book that I had worked on all day, day
after day . . . ”7 And when she is forced to read the
complaint aloud what is heard is not the words that she
has said, but those she has meant. Thus, the hollow,
self-centered grounds on which she bases her case
against the gods is revealed.
Then, in what is arguably the most riveting passage
in the book, Orual realizes why the gods have not
shown themselves to her, despite her incessant request:
The complaint was the answer. To have heard
myself making it was to be answered. Lightly
men talk of saying what they mean . . . When
the time comes to you at which you will be
forced at last to utter the speech which has lain
at the center of your soul for years, which you
have, all that time, idiot-like, been saying over
and over, you’ll not talk about joy of words. I
saw well why the gods do not speak to us
openly, nor let us answer. Till that word can
be dug out of us, why should they hear the
babble that we think we mean? How can they
meet us face to face till we have faces?8
It is only when we are honest enough to show God our
true faces that he is able to show us his. Thus the
question that plagues Orual throughout the story is
answered in her realization that she has not been honest
enough in asking to receive an answer.
Similarly, Lewis makes an observation toward the
end of A Grief Observed that provides some remedy for
the dissonance expressed in the passage cited earlier.
I have gradually been coming to feel that the
door is no longer shut and bolted. Was it my
own frantic need that slammed it in my face?
The time when there is nothing at all in your
soul except a cry for help may be just the time
when God can’t give it: you are like the
drowning man who can’t be helped because he
clutches and grabs. Perhaps your own
reiterated cries deafen you to the voice you
hoped to hear.
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On the other hand, “Knock and it shall be
opened.” But does knocking mean hammering
and kicking the door like a maniac? And
there’s also “To him that hath shall be given.”
After all, you must have a capacity to receive,
or even omnipotence can’t give. Perhaps your
own passion temporarily destroys the
capacity.9
Once it is understood that certain legitimate passions
like grief can hinder our capacity to receive knowledge
from God, it becomes all the more clear how those
sinful passions, which are inherently contrary to God’s
nature, can deafen our ears to his voice, just as they
deafen Orual.
Each of the above cases emphatically makes the
point that the responsibility for the failure of God’s
endeavor to reveal himself lies completely with the
people who do not receive the revelation. The important
thing to see in the above examples is that if a person is
honest enough to admit his or her sin, this, in itself,
does not solve the problem of God’s inaccessibility
(only repentance can do that), but it does show the
problem to be a moral rather than epistemological one.
In other words, if a person were to persist in sin, he or
she would still be damned, but would raise no
epistemological dilemma—no theatrical screams of
injustice. The truly honest person would never ask the
question, “If God is real, why doesn’t he reveal
himself?”
This being said, it is clear that the basis for
disbelief in Lewis’s characters is emotional or moral
rather than rational. It is not an absence of evidence, or
even the presence of contrary evidence that obstructs
the revelation of God. It is the inability to come to
terms with the obstruction of personal sinfulness or
misplaced value; one does not have the heart to tell
one’s self it is evil.
Lewis shows this same principle in A Grief
Observed when he calls into question God’s goodness.
Again, much like Orual, what Lewis has to say in the
book takes the form of an argument, or rather a case
against God. But the “argument” is eventually exposed
as an emotional vent in disguise. After being motivated
by his deep grief to question God’s goodness, Lewis
asks, “Why do I make room in my mind for such filth
and nonsense? Do I hope that if feeling disguises itself
as thought I shall feel less? Aren’t all these notes the
senseless writhings of a man who won’t accept the fact
that there is nothing we can do with suffering except to
suffer it?”10 In the same way, the question “Why
doesn’t God reveal himself” is often a feeling disguised
as thought—the writhing of an unfulfilled person who
cannot honestly face the fact of his own sin and so, like
Orual, instead pleads a false (yet dramatic) case of
injustice. When this happens—when the disguise is put

on—the scope of the problem is subtly shifted from one
of personal honesty and repentance to one of
epistemology.
This process of disguising the true nature of the
issue can also be clearly seen in the exchange between
the Spirit and the ghost of the Bishop in chapter five of
The Great Divorce: “‘I’m not sure that I’ve got the
exact point you are trying to make,’ said the Ghost. ‘I
am not trying to make any point,’ said the Spirit. ‘I am
telling you to repent and believe.’”11 The ghostly
Bishop is intent on keeping the scope of the
conversation in the intellectual realm, but the Spirit sees
through this and calls him to an act of the will—“repent
and believe.” Ultimately it is the Bishop’s lack of will
to repent that prevents him from becoming a solid
person, and thus from seeing God.
Christian doctrine and the evidence that supports it
remains the same, but people often don’t have the will
to accept it or to abide by it because, as has been
shown, a greater value is placed on gratification
promised by sin, or on the prevention of the pain and
humility brought about by honest acknowledgement of
sin. In other words, finding the answer to the question
of God is really not as complicated as often thought, it’s
just that there is so much about us that is not willing to
face what that answer implies. As a result, we try to
evade our responsibility for disbelief by shifting the
issue into the realm of epistemology where we can
disguise our lack of will to believe with cries of
injustice or ignorance or insufficient evidence or flawed
epistemological method.
With this in mind, a particular relevance to the task
of Christian apologetics becomes clear. There is much
contemporary debate on proper epistemological
method. This is certainly an important issue, but also
one which tempts us to think that there is more at stake
in it than there really is. For those who claim that God
has not shown himself clearly, choosing the most
rationally sound epistemological paradigm will not
help; for them, that which hinders a successful
epistemology is not rational. Indeed, the most effective
epistemological method is most clearly articulated by
Jesus in the answer he gives to the question asked of
him by the disciple Judas noted earlier: “‘But, Lord,
why do you intend to show yourself to us and not to the
world?’ Jesus replied, ‘If anyone loves me, he will obey
my teaching. My Father will love him, and we will
come to him and make our home with him.’”12 The way
to see Jesus is to obey Jesus, and obedience is an act of
the will.
This being the case, we must, like the Spirit to the
Bishop, know when to make a point or to simply say
(and often to ourselves) “Repent and believe”; we must
not let the core issue be shifted or disguised. According
to Lewis, rather than a flawless philosophical paradigm,
honesty with one’s self and with God is the kingpin,
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epistemological factor. Replacing dishonesty and
emotional prejudice with honest repentance will bring
the truth flowing full and clear like the removal of a
clog in a water line or the most structurally important
brick in a dam. We must realize that the keenness of our
epistemological method (as truly important as it is) will
be of no effect to anyone who lacks the will to know the
truth.
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The Problems of Pain: Two Distinct Difficulties in the Face of Suffering
Byron J. Powell

“The earth is soaked from crust to core with the tears of humanity.”
—Fyodor Dostoyevsky

The task of the Christian apologist is to eliminate
intellectual obstacles that individuals may stumble upon
as they negotiate the intellectual path to Christendom.
For example, issues such as the existence of evil,
hypocrisy, and miracles often prove to be intellectual
hindrances potentially preventing multitudes of people
from coming to Christ. C.S. Lewis, perhaps the most
brilliant Christian apologist of the twentieth century,
was tremendously successful in helping to remove such
obstacles through the medium of his literary works.
The world we live in is one in which suffering
often seems to reign supreme. It would be most difficult
to identify a single individual who has not suffered in
some way, shape, or form. In fact, pain and suffering
are so pervasive that it is safe to say that everyone who
walks the earth has suffered, is suffering, or will suffer
in the future. One cannot escape it, for it is an
undeniable fact of life. Lewis testifies to the
inevitability of suffering in his writing:
Try to exclude the possibility of suffering
which the order of nature and the existence of
free wills involve, and you find that you have
excluded life itself (Problem of Pain 31).
Both God’s Word and shared human experience echo
Lewis’s sentiments. That being said, the existence of
pain has proven problematic, as Christians and nonChristians alike encounter a God who allows such
suffering to occur.
Upon close examination of this issue, it becomes
apparent that the problem of pain is two-fold. The
problem of pain has a philosophical or theoretical
component as well as a practical component, both of

which are addressed in Lewis’ works. Lewis describes
the philosophical problem in The Problem of Pain:
If God were good, He would wish to make his
creatures perfectly happy, and if God were
almighty, He would be able to do what He
wished. But the creatures are not happy.
Therefore God lacks either goodness or power
or both (Problem of Pain 23).
The practical problem of pain deals not with the
intellectual task of reconciling a good and all-powerful
God and a suffering people, but rather with the
difficulty in relating to God in the midst of pain and
suffering.
The Philosophical Problem of Pain
It is human nature to shrink from pain. What child
does not cringe at the very thought of a spanking? Who
eagerly anticipates getting a tooth drilled at the dentist
office? Aversion to pain is simply instinctual. However,
any parent or dentist would be quick to warn against the
dangers of leaving children undisciplined, or to
avoiding the dentist chair. So why does one avoid pain
at all costs? Perhaps the rise of hedonism in modern
society has made it increasingly difficult to recognize
the benefits of experiences which seem a bit unpleasant.
Regardless of the reason for man’s loathing of pain, it is
a beneficial and necessary part of life. In fact, Scripture
is bold enough to identify adversity and affliction as the
bread and water of life (Isaiah 30:20). Certainly, there
are several reasons why the Lord allows suffering.
Some of these reasons will no doubt remain mysteries
on this side of Heaven. However, Lewis provides
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several valid pieces of rationale for God allowing pain
and suffering. He claims that God’s concepts of
goodness and love differ greatly from fallen man’s, that
a correct understanding of sin will bring suffering into
proper perspective, and that God uses pain and
suffering to purify His children and rouse them from
their selfish and complacent lifestyle.
It is extremely difficult to understand why God
would allow pain and suffering, because God’s
definitions of goodness and love differ greatly from
mankind’s. Scripture affirms that God’s wisdom is far
superior to human wisdom. 1 Corinthians 3:19 goes as
far as to say that, “. . . the wisdom of this world is folly
with God.” God’s Word also maintains that man will
never fully understand his ways on this side of Heaven.
Fallen man’s understanding of the truth is imperfect,
like the silhouette of a creature on a dark and foggy
evening that is spotted in the distance. It is imperative
that one does not forget their own limitations, so that
they might look upon the Lord’s wisdom with fear and
reverence.
Lewis reaffirms the Scriptural truths mentioned
above by begging his readers to consider the inherent
differences between the human conceptualization of
goodness and love and the perfect representation of
goodness and love that is the Lord’s. Lewis is quick to
note that although the human idea of goodness and love
is very different from the Lord’s, it differs mostly in the
degree of perfection. Lewis describes it as differing,
“. . . not as white from black but as a perfect circle
from a child’s first attempt to draw a wheel” (Problem
of Pain 35). Therefore, it becomes evident that the
human perception of goodness may not be goodness at
all when placed under the Lord’s perfect judgment.
That is, He may desire something much greater for us.
George MacDonald, who Lewis identifies as his
spiritual master, once wrote, “The Lord never does the
next best. The thing He does is always better than the
thing He does not” (The Elect Lady 324). Lewis also
observes that love is something much more than
kindness. In fact, when one demonstrates true love, they
demand more of the beloved, desiring that they suffer
rather than be “happy in contemptible and estranging
modes” (Problem of Pain 36). It seems as if love and
goodness are associated only with kindness, gentleness,
grace, and mercy. However, love is just as likely to
arrive with discipline or even wrath as its companion.
Once again, man’s perception of goodness is skewed,
distorted, and altogether incomplete. The tragedy is that
they only short change themselves when they limit
goodness to these warm and safe feelings. God desires
so much more for them than what they see fit to demand
of Him. In his essay, The Weight of Glory, Lewis
addresses this idea that man is far too easily pleased. He
remarks:

Indeed, if we consider the unblushing
promises of reward and the staggering nature
of the rewards promised in the Gospels, it
would seem that Our Lord finds our desires
not too strong, but too weak. We are halfhearted creatures, fooling about with drink and
sex and ambition when infinite joy is offered
us, like an ignorant child who wants to go on
making mud pies in a slum because he cannot
imagine what is meant by the offer of a
holiday at the sea. We are far too easily
pleased (The Weight of Glory 26).
The things that become so captivating, such as food and
drink, sex, work, or even family are very good things
that are blessings from the Lord. However, these things
are not the best, especially when they are placed in
contrast with God’s offer of infinite joy! Fallen man’s
reluctance to trust and obey the Lord’s commands is
indication enough that it is extremely difficult for them
to decipher between what is good and what is the best.
George MacDonald reiterates this concept as he
remarks:
Man finds it hard to get what he wants,
because he does not want the best; God finds
it hard to give, because He would give the
best, and man will not take it (Unspoken
Sermons II, 142).
It is obvious that one’s understanding of goodness and
love needs to be measured against that of the Lord’s,
lest it be reduced to mere kindness, or worse. That said,
the existence of pain and suffering becomes even harder
to grasp due to an improper understanding of sin.
A proper understanding of sin, both individual and
corporate, is crucial to the understanding of pain and
suffering. There are several distinctions that need to be
made when discussing this sensitive area. There are
those that have misconstrued God’s Word, thus
equating every pain and suffering with some type of
personal sin. Individual sin may in fact result in God’s
punishment, which leads to the pain and suffering of the
guilty party. This is supported Biblically in parts of the
Old Testament as well as in Revelation. However, it
would be absurd to attribute all suffering to Divine
wrath. God’s Word reveals several instances in which
suffering is not punitive. Certainly Job, who suffered
more than most men ever will, was not being punished
when he endured such terrible trials. Likewise, Jesus
makes it clear in John 9:1-3, that suffering and sin are
not always causally linked. It is safe to say that the
direct punishment accounts for only a small fraction of
the pain and suffering that permeates all creation.
However, sin still rears its ugly head in this world,
stinging all humanity with its iniquitous venom. Genesis
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6:5 conveys this unfortunate news, and testifies to the
darkness of man’s soul. It states that, “the wickedness
of man was great in the earth, and that every intention
of the thoughts of his heart was evil continually.” Thus,
it is imperative that one thoroughly examines their soul,
in order to recognize the utter depravity within. This
introspection inevitably gives birth to humility, which
facilitates a certain appreciation for the existence of
pain and suffering. As Lewis remarks:
When we merely say that we are bad, the
“wrath” of God seems a barbarous doctrine; as
soon as we perceive our badness, it appears
inevitable, a mere corollary from God’s
goodness (Problem of Pain 52).
This basic awareness of sin is fundamental to all
Christianity. The truth of the matter is that man has the
tendency to underestimate the wickedness of his own
heart. Lewis mentions that man often errs in calling his
habitual acts of transgression rare offenses, and of
making the opposite mistake with his exceptional
virtuous acts, calling them the norm (Problem of Pain
53). He also accuses man of being impenitent in his
treatment of sin by failing to view them as pertinent to
his present situation, and even of laughing in retrospect
(Problem of Pain 54). He begs that sinners repent and
recall that their salvation was not inexpensively gained,
but rather paid for in full on a cross. Lewis also warns
against man’s tendency to excuse sin, due to the fact
that he is surrounded by “friends in low places”
(Problem of Pain 55). Sin is not excused simply
because it is so popular. Lewis states that all men need
to come face to face with the moral law. He mentions
that:
The moral law may exist to be transcended:
but there is no transcending it for those who
have not first admitted its claims upon them,
and then tried with all their strength to meet
that claim, and fairly and squarely faced the
fact of their failure (Problem of Pain 58).
When one arrives at these conclusions regarding the
status of their heart, repentance and humility are sure to
follow. However, man is most often stubborn to the
core, filled with a ride that demands that life be lived on
their terms. This selfish and individualistic attitude is
contrary to what Lewis calls “the proper good of a
creature,” thus it becomes necessary for God to
intervene and trouble this life that man fancies as their
own (Problem of Pain 80).
This leads to what are perhaps the most important
purposes of pain and suffering. God blesses us with
affliction, because it is often the only way He is able to
get our attention. Also, He uses pain and suffering as a

purifying fire. Lewis wrote that, “. . . Tribulations
cannot cease until God either sees us remade or sees
that our remaking is now hopeless” (Problem of Pain
95).
At first glance, it is surprising that the Lord’s only
recourse is the implementation of pain and suffering to
garner the attention of His delinquent creation. Yet if
one takes a second to reflect on the tendency of al
mankind, it becomes obvious that pain and suffering are
in fact the most expedient way to wake mankind from
their slumber. As mentioned above, man is too easily
pleased. He is easily given over to the simple comforts
and pleasures of life. As Lewis notes:
While what we call ‘our own life’ remains
agreeable we will not surrender it to Him.
What then can God do in our interests but
make ‘our own life’ less agreeable to us, and
take away the plausible sources of false
happiness? (Problem of Pain 85)
It is practically a law of nature, that man credits himself
when life seems agreeable to him. Man’s pride is
extensive, and he will not often fall to his knees on his
own accord. Therefore, it becomes necessary for the
Lord to knock His creature’s legs out from under them.
Pain and suffering demand attention, for “every man
knows that something is wrong when he is being hurt”
(Problem of Pain 82). Lewis describes the role of
suffering most eloquently when he writes that, “God
whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks in our
conscience, but shouts in our pains: it is His megaphone
to rouse a deaf world” (Problem of Pain 83). The Lord
uses this “megaphone” that is pain as an instrument to
penetrate the thick skulls of mankind. For man is
stubborn and senseless and must, as Lewis said, “. . .
be knocked silly before he comes to his senses” (A
Grief Observed 36). The Lord also allows his children
to suffer, so that their faith may be strengthened and
that they may be purified in the fires of affliction. James
1: 3-4 supports this claim in stating, “For you know that
the testing of your faith produces steadfastness. And let
steadfastness have its full effect, that you may be
perfect and complete, lacking in nothing.” Lewis noted
that the more one understands that God’s intention is to
“hurt only to heal,” the more they yield to affliction,
with the realization that the present suffering is
completing a good work in them (A Grief Observed 35).
It is because of the Lord’s great love that He subjects us
to such horrible pain. George MacDonald illustrates this
point:
The Son of God loves so utterly that He will
have His children clean, and if hurt and
sorrow, pain and torture, will do to deliver any
one of them from the horrible thing . . . the
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loving Christ, though it hurts Him all the time,
and though He feels every sting Himself, will
do it (God’s Word to His Children 125).
God’s love is severe. He is holy, and must work in man,
so that he might also be holy. Pain, although “a horrible
instrument,” is one that God often implements to carry
out the process of sanctification (Problem of Pain 85).
Lewis likens mankind to a “Divine work of art” that
God continually rubs and scrapes at in order to make it
glorious (Problem of Pain 38). Therefore, it becomes
clear that although His children often squirm at the
thought of pain, it is useful in making them what the
Lord desires them to be. It is equally clear that pain and
suffering are useful in testing and perfecting one’s faith.
Lewis notes that, “Only a real risk tests the reality of a
belief” (A Grief Observed 21). There must be
something at stake for man to truly rely on the Lord and
take comfort in Him alone. Once again, man’s tendency
is to rely on himself. He is mercenary, and it is difficult
for him to rely on anyone, let alone the Lord of the
Universe, who remains unseen. This is precisely why it
is so important for the Lord to take one of his legs out,
so that he has no choice but to rely on the Lord as his
crutch. Lewis compares his faith to a house of cards as
he reflects upon how the Lord exposed the weakness of
his faith:
He always knew that my temple was a house
of cards. His only way of making me realize
the fact was to knock it down (A Grief
Observed 42).
The Lord knocks His children down only to pick them
up again, and in so doing, raises them to new heights
that were previously unreachable. He perfects them
through affliction, pushing them beyond themselves.
The Problem of Pain alone is a great contribution
to the literary world that provides many different
explanations for the existence of pain and suffering in
this world. However, one experiencing a great deal of
pain and suffering first hand could certainly accuse
Lewis of “whistling in the graveyard.” But Lewis also
penned a blatantly honest, first-hand account of
suffering entitled A Grief Observed, which deals
directly with the practical problem of pain as he copes
with the death of his beloved wife Joy.
The Practical Problem of Pain
The aforementioned theodicies go a long way to
dismiss the intellectual objections of those who cannot
stomach a God who would ordain so many horrible
manifestations of pain and suffering. However, to one
who is staring suffering in the face, these intellectual
explanations are far from consoling. In fact, Lewis

notices that intellectualizing the pain of his wife’s death
proved to be ineffective (A Grief Observed 31). Thus,
the practical problem of pain is mostly unrelated to the
intellectual problem that pain presents, and deals
specifically with the difficulty in relating to God in the
midst of pain and suffering.
A Grief Observed serves as an inside look into the
realm of suffering. Lewis struggles with all the
symptoms that accompany an immense loss, and is
eventually granted healing when the Lord redeems his
heartache for ultimate good. Lewis describes in great
detail the course of misery that seemed both unrelenting
and all encompassing.
Pain and Suffering are certainly experiences that
are subject to degree. That is, not all suffering is equally
as severe. However, if one has experienced suffering,
they will not disagree that it is marked with an attitude
of general lack of motivation. When one suffers, even
the ordinary tasks of life become burdensome. Lewis
remembers that even shaving became difficult for him,
and concedes that, “It’s easy to see why the lonely
become untidy; finally, dirty and disgusting” (A Grief
Observed 9). This is not the least bit surprising. When
an individual experiences tremendous pain, it becomes
difficult for them to find a reason to live, let alone brush
their hair. Therefore, grieving individuals find work
tremendously difficult, due to an overwhelming sense of
apathy. Lewis was restless and felt that he was blessed
with a most unwelcome gift, an abundance of time.
Though he felt that nothing was worth starting, because
he could not settle down, much less muster enough
motivation to finish anything worthwhile (A Grief
Observed 29).
Loneliness is often a likely companion to pain and
suffering. Lewis mentioned that, “There is a sort of
invisible blanket between the world and me” (A Grief
Observed 7). He felt as if there was a sort of
communicational chasm between him and the rest of the
world. This is an emotion often shared amongst those
who suffer. Lewis felt isolated from others, even to the
point of writing, “Perhaps the bereaved ought to be
isolated in special settlements like lepers” (A Grief
Observed 13). Lewis even refers to the fact that his sons
felt a sort of pity and embarrassment towards him. He
felt alone, and the words of those who would attempt to
offer comforting words to him seemed to be of little
consequence. No doubt, suffering coincides with fear
and isolation.
Another treacherous and predictable aspect of
suffering is the self-centeredness of the whole affair.
Lewis struggled greatly with this despicable truth, and it
continually plagued him with guilt. He admitted that:
Part of every misery is, so to speak, the
misery’s shadow or reflection: the fact that
you don’t merely suffer but have to keep on

The Problems of Pain: Two Distinct Difficulties in the Face of Suffering ● Byron J. Powell

thinking about the fact that you suffer (A Grief
Observed 13).
The inward focus that grief often demands left Lewis
feeling guilty for not mourning the passing of his wife
as he ought. But the fact of the matter was that he
thought of her constantly. He could not escape her
memory if he wanted to (A Grief Observed 17).
Actually, as he attempted to avoid those places that
were of particular meaning to him and Joy, he
discovered that the grief he experienced was not local at
all (A Grief Observed 13). Once again, this should not
come as a shock, for even an adolescent who has been
dumped by his sweetheart knows that the pain is equally
as real regardless of whether he is standing on the site
of their first date or someplace that the couple never
visited. Lewis was even tortured by the attempt to
remember Joy accurately. He had seen her in so many
different lights, that he could not picture her as he
thought proper. Lewis was further confused when
healing began to take it’s course, leading him to feel
better. This too elicited feelings of shame and guilt
within him, as if it would be better for him to wallow in
his unhappiness forever.
Despite all of these internal “demons” that one
faces in the midst of suffering, the real difficulty
becomes trying to maintain a positive relationship with
God throughout prolonged trials. Lewis, though a man
of great faith, experienced a sort of abandonment, as he
felt shut out from God. He relays this message:
When you are happy, so happy that you have
no sense of needing Him, so happy that you
are tempted to feel His claims upon you as an
interruption, if you remember yourself and
turn to Him with gratitude and praise, you will
be – or so it feels – welcomed with open arms.
But go to Him when your need is desperate,
when all other help is vain, and what do you
find? A door slammed in your face, and a
sound of bolting and double bolting on the
inside (A Grief Observed 9).
His feelings of loneliness and isolation seemed to
extend to his relationship with the Divine. He felt that
the Lord turned away and would not hear him in his
time of trouble. Certainly he was in no danger of
disbelief. However, Lewis began to see that, “The real
danger is of coming to believe such dreadful things
about Him” (A Grief Observed 9). The idea he seems to
present is that ceasing to believe in the Lord altogether
would almost be better than believing inaccurate and
horrible things about Him. But Lewis eventually began
to see the Lord’s method in all this madness. He began
to see that it was not the Lord that was lending him a
deaf ear, but rather his own frantic attempt to be heard

that deafened him from the voice he hoped to hear (A
Grief Observed 38). He slowly realized that the Lord
was exposing him for a fraud. Again, Lewis likened his
faith to a house of cards. The Lord had not choice but to
knock the house down in order to perfect it. Lewis
learned a difficult lesson, namely that pain and suffering
require much time to heal. He attempted to make a map
of sorrow, but found that it was a process instead (A
Grief Observed 47).
Conclusion
Lewis can never be charged of writing about
something that he knew nothing about, for Lewis
suffered a great pain. By the grace of God, he emerged
on the other side of that pain, and through his brilliant
prose, left his readers with a first-hand account of what
suffering entails. Suffering will be ever-present on this
side of Glory, and it will continue to be something that
mankind struggles with. Despite numerous rational
explanations for the existence of pain and suffering,
there will be many who deny any Divine Being that
would allow such horrendous affliction to occur. The
philosophical problem of pain remains. Alas, pain is
guaranteed to every man; therefore, the practical
problem of pain is one which all individuals will
eventually confront as well. Perhaps it behooves God’s
children to consider Lewis’s conclusion:
Heaven will solve our problems, but not, I
think, by showing us subtle reconciliations
between all our apparently contradictory
notions. The notions will all be knocked from
under our feet. We shall see that there never
was any problem (A Grief Observed 56).
Perhaps many of the theological questions that haunt
mankind will prove to be “unanswerable” in the end. As
far as the realm of suffering is concerned, solace can be
discovered in the words of 1 Peter 2:21. “For to this
you have been called, because Christ also suffered for
you, leaving you an example, so that you might follow
in his steps.”
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The Fissure Within The Spiritual Geography of C.S. Lewis’s Perelandra
James D. Lopp, III

The April, 26 2002 issue of the “International
Jerusalem Post” features an article titled, “Sanctity
between time and space” by: Shilomo Riskin. Riskin
states that the Hebrew word kadosh, or holy, literally
means separate and exalted, an “other” which relates to
the most supreme “Other One.” Riskin then writes,
“Rudolph Otto, in his work The Idea of the Holy, calls
the holy the numinous, the mysterium tremendum; mind
wrestles with language to discover a proper metaphor
for exploring the aspects of life most related to the Holy
One.” The numinous allowed Shilomo Riskin to
experience Kadosh ((the holy) in a sacred atmosphere
where discourse between man and the Holy One is
possible. When the “Christian Century” asked C.S.
Lewis: “What books did most to shape your vocational
attitude and your philosophy of life,” Otto’s The Idea of
The Holy was on the list Lewis gave in response to this
monumental question (Hooper 752). If Shilomo Riskin
ventured to read C.S. Lewis’s Perelandra he could
enter through the open door of myth and breath the
same sacred and mysterious atmosphere that gives one
unfettered access to live within the spiritual geography
of a world where each visitor experiences kadosh
through many image-laden passages. For, Lewis created
Perelandra as an exalted, living embodiment of the
numinous where the reader learns language that allows
one to venture into “. . . the aspects of life most related
to the Holy One.”
With light hearted wit, Lewis circumvents the
potentially toilsome endeavourer of placing Perelandra
within a literary genre and tips his hat to the highbrow
pretension within literary criticism by giving his work
the simple title, a “supposal”: for Perelandra asks the
reader to suppose many things. First the reader is asked
to suppose that two undefiled children of God live on a
planet called Perelandra. Next Lewis supposes that the
two children of God are destined for a temptation that
may lead to a fall that parallels the Biblical account of
Adam and Eve’s fall on Earth. Yet unlike the Genesis

narrative, Lewis re-mythologizes the account of the fall
and the reader is presented with the supposal that this
time, on Perelandra, there is a joyful turn of events—a
“eucatastrophe” to use a word that Dr. Tolkien admired.
An epic struggle of good versus evil unfolds as Elwin
Ransom travels from Earth to Perelandra and learns he
has been chosen to avert the fall of the King and Queen
of this innocent, new planet. In this story, there are
miles of paradisiacal terrain to be crossed and
wonderful truths to be experienced. Perelandra
awakens the readers’ five senses and leaves readers
longing for a thousand more.
In writing Perelandra, Lewis remained at his post
to tell his audience that the modern philosophy that has
been perpetuated by men like Bertrand Russell burdens
the human soul with questions such as: “What are you
going to do when you find out that . . . all the
inspiration, all the noonday brightness of human genius,
are destined to extinction in the vast death of the solar
system, and that the whole Temple of man’s
achievement must inevitably be buried beneath the
debris of a universe in ruins” (Kreeft 172)? In response
to such attacks on the human soul Peter Kreeft states,
”Philosophical arguments are needed to refute
the philosophy, but philosophical arguments
alone will not lift the spell. Only good magic
defeats bad magic. We need a spell weaver, a
magician. When Tolkien’s son had to fill out a
draft induction form, he filled in the blank for
‘father’s occupation’ with the word wizard.
The same could be said for Lewis, especially
in Perelandra” (173).
Lewis is a word-wizard of the highest order. He
demonstrates the power of his pen by weaving a unique
spell that works deep within the human imagination to
transport the willing to Perelandra where the reader is
permitted to travel with Ransom through the spiritual
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geography composed of supra-rational terrain. Kreeft
states that we need mythmakers as well philosophers to
build the new ‘joyful cosmology.’ He writes: “. . . I
know of no one, except perhaps Tolkien, who has
contributed more to the building of this cathedral than
Lewis—especially in his fiction, more especially in the
“space trilogy,” still more especially in Perelandra”
(169). Lewis’s contribution in building a joyful
cosmology does not come through the role of the
philosopher. His contribution comes from his
wellspring of imagination. The genesis of Perelandra
came through mental pictures of floating islands and
seven lines of undated verse that mentions, “The alien
Eve, green-bodied, stepping forth / To meet my hero
from her forest home / Proud, courteous, unafraid, no
thought infirm / Alters her cheek” (Hopper 220).
Perelandra is a world of images, mental pictures that
opens the door through which the reader may encounter
the Wholly Other. These images go beyond the natural
bounds of fiction; they form a cohesive, progressive
sensory experiences which have the capacity to become
a part of the reader’s life experience and may take their
place next to one’s images of a childhood encounter
with the seashore, or a trip to the Scottish Highlands
where the sting of joy remains a memory of a memory.
In Perelandra, Lewis brings the numinous to the
reader as he bypasses the need for rational explanation
and conveys truth through myth by communicating “. . .
the sense of that which is not only grave but aweinspiring” (Gibb 81). It is this awe-inspiring space of
myth in Perelandra that permits and entices one to
personally move unfettered within the narrative and
experience a unique stab of longing for paradise. Yet
the myriad encounters with the numinous one gains
through reading Perelandra are interrupted by
impersonal philosophical dialogue between Ransom,
the Queen, and the evil Dr. Weston. Lewis’s decision to
incorporate this change in literary style imposes upon
the image-driven current that teaches and delights the
reader. The reader becomes an impersonal bystander
instead of an active participant who is able to move
freely within the height, width, and depth of the text. A
section of Lewis’s essay, “Meditation In a Toolshed”
provides one with an example of the dichotomy
between Lewis’s power to convey the Wholly Other in
the image-driven sections of Perelandra and the
flatness the reader finds in the extended, rational
dialogue. Lewis writes:
I was standing today in the Dark Toolshed.
The sun was shining outside and through the
crack at the top of the door there came a
sunbeam. From where I stood that beam of
light, with the specks of dusts floating in it,
was the most striking thing in the place.
Everything else was almost pitch-black. I was

seeing the beam, not seeing things by it. Then
I moved, so that the beam fell on my eyes.
Instantly the whole previous picture vanished.
I saw no Toolshed, and (above all) no beam.
Instead I saw, framed in the irregular cranny at
the top of the door, green leaves moving on
the branches of a tree outside and beyond that,
ninety-odd million miles away, the sun.
Looking along the beam and looking at the
beam are very different experiences (God In
The Dock 212).
Lewis continues: “We must on pains of idiocy deny
from the very outset the idea that looking at is, by its
own nature, intrinsically truer or better than looking
along.” This is true; but then Lewis claims, “One must
look both along and at everything” (Italics mine 215).
This last statement is rich in wisdom when applied to
most circumstances. Yet, one does not need to look at
myth to encounter the truths myth conveys. To keep the
reader within the light of the text is the objective of a
mythmaker.
The “Meditation In a Toolshed” analogy
demonstrates that there are two perspectives one can
use when looking at the same thing. This dual
perspective view illustrates why there is a fissure in
Perelandra. Being brought into the myth is analogous
to seeing by the beam of light. The rational dialogue is
analogous to looking at the beam of light and seeing
“specks of dust floating in it.” In deeply imaginative
literature such as Perelandra, looking at the beam of
light from the outside works against the reader’s ability
to fully enter into and remain inside the story. It is when
the reader is looking along the beam of light; that he or
she is permitted to personally enter into the space of the
myth within the story.
Stella Gibbons, in her essay, “Imaginative
Writing,” from the book Light On Lewis, gives her view
of what Lewis accomplishes in the imaginative sections
of Perelandra:
The description of Perelandra the planet itself
can bear the word marvelous in its full
dictionary
meaning—astonishing,
extraordinary, preternatural—for what can be
more astonishing than to imagine the soil and
scents and noises on a speck of fire millions of
miles from Earth so vividly that the reader can
actually feel a nostalgia for them, as if they
had been personally experienced (89).
Gibbons
words,
“extraordinary”
and
“preternatural” are descriptions of what Lewis
accomplishes when the reader enters the space of the
Perelandrian myth. In an intoxicating description of
Ransom’s initial experiences on Perelandra, the reader,
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encountering Perelandra from within the beam of light,
personally experiences the extraordinary, that Gibbons
recollects concerning her reading of the text,
We enter the story as Ransom is firmly struck by
the “[e] excessive pleasure which seemed somehow to
be communicated to him through all his senses at once”
(166). Sitting on the undulating aqua-terra of
Perelandra, he looks up and sees the golden
atmosphere and states: “It was like being at the center
of a rainbow, or in a cloud of multi-coloured steam”
(167). Ransom was, “. . . dazzled and now for the first
time a little frightened” (167). Fear of the numinous,
grabs Ransom’s and the reader’s attention and
proclaims to them that this adventure, fully realized, is
going to contain such things that philosophical
discourse cannot describe.
Another awe-inspiring experience takes place when
Ransom discovers “. . . great globes of yellow fruit
[hanging] from the trees—clustered as toy-balloons are
clustered on the back of the balloon—man and about
the same size” (170). He first thought the rind
impermeable. Then his finger pierces the rind and gives
him access to the cold liquid within. Lewis writes:
After a moments hesitation he put the little
aperture to his lips. He had meant to extract
the smallest, experimental sip, but the first
taste put his caution all to flight. It was, of
course a taste just as his thirst and hunger had
been thirst and hunger. But . . . so different
from every other taste it seemed mere
pedantry to call it a taste at all. It was like the
discovery of a totally new genus of pleasures,
something unheard of among men, out of all
reckoning, beyond all covenant. For one
draught of this on Earth wars would be fought
and nations betrayed (170).
In this passage, Ransom and the reader are standing
side by side within the spiritual landscape of
Perelandra. Lewis delights the imagination and brings
one into the myth of Perelandra and conveys a vast
sense of pure, undiluted pleasure. Lewis then describes
an unfallen response to such a pleasure:
And yet to repeat a pleasure so intense and
almost so spiritual seemed an obvious thing to
do. His reason, or what we commonly take to
be reason in our world, was all in favour of
tasting the miracle again: the childlike
innocence of the fruit, the labours he had
undergone, the uncertainty of the future, all
seemed to commend the action. Yet something
seemed opposed to this “reason.” It is difficult
to suppose that this opposition came from
desire, for what desire would turn from such

deliciousness. But for whatever cause, it
appeared to him better not to taste again.
Perhaps the experience had been so complete
that repetition would be a vulgarity—like
asking to hear the same symphony twice in a
day (170).
Here sensual desire is depicted as uncorrupted
goodness. Again, Ransom and the reader experience
more than words. They experience a foreshadowing of
complete satisfaction inside the spiritual geography of
Perelandra. As Harry Blamires wrote in his book, The
Christian Mind: “Christianity may give the world the
impression that our faith . . . resists the physical and
would tame the enterprising pursuit of vital experience”
(173). But, this is not true to the Holy Scriptures. The
Psalmist encourages one to, “Taste and see that the
Lord is good” (Psalm 34:8, NIV). Moreover, God, in
his infinite wisdom, chose taste as the experience
through which one is reminded of Christ’s sacrifice for
the sins of man. For, when we taste we make that which
we are tasting a part of us. Jesus did not simply give his
disciples an explanation of the Eucharist. His desire for
them was to taste the bread and wine, and through
tasting, to have a sensory experience that made an
impact on them far greater than mere rational
explanation. One who has contemplated the act of
receiving the Eucharist can testify that human reason is
unable to explain a believer’s experience of tasting the
sacraments. The relationship between bread and wine,
two elements that originate in the natural geography of
Palestine; and the connection between that which is
markedly natural and the supernatural meaning Jesus
attaches to the earthly products, requires admission that
the Eucharist contains truth and reality that cannot be
explained but must be experienced. It appears that Jesus
does not want his disciples to see the beam of light; he
wants them to see along the beam of light, to enter into
the one myth that became fact. To enter into the light
and by-pass looking at the beam of light is what Lewis
desires for his readers, as they taste the gourd with
Ransom. Lewis gives no explanation of what the
passage with the gourd means. The reader is free to
glean what truths he or she may from this one
experience in the spiritual geography of Perelandra.
The theme of human response to intense pleasure is
found in Lewis’s, The Last Battle, when Tirian sees
fruit that “. . . was so beautiful that each felt ‘It can’t be
meant for me . . . Surely we’re not allowed to pluck it.”
But, Peter, the High King of Narnia, declares, it’s all
right “. . . I know what we’re all thinking. But I am
quite sure, we needn’t. I’ve a feeling we’ve got to the
country where everything is permissible” (156-157).
The children have entered Aslan’s country, a place like
Perelandra where all pleasures are permissible. One
may see the passage where Ransom tastes the gourd as
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a type of foreshadowing of the day when the fulfillment
of all human desires will be complete in the Kingdom
of Christ the Lord; when Jesus will drink from the fruit
of the vine in fellowship with all Believers. Looking
along the beam of light, we are able to taste the gourd
with Ransom and encounter a deep spiritual reality
within the myth Lewis weaves.
In his essay “Myth Became Fact,” Lewis makes a
statement that explains the difference between a passage
that allows the reader to look along the beam of light,
and the philosophical dialogue we will discuss that
forces the reader out of the myth. Lewis writes:
In the enjoyment of a great myth we come
nearest to experiencing as a concrete what can
otherwise be understood only as an abstraction
. . . [In enjoying a myth] you are not looking
for abstract “meaning” at all . . . You were not
knowing, but tasting; but what you were
tasting turns out to be a universal principle
concretely. When we translate we get
abstraction . . . What flows into you from the
myth is not truth but reality . . . and, therefore,
every myth becomes the father of innumerable
truths on the abstract level (Hooper 584).
Looking at the beam of light through an abstract
philosophical dialogue begins in chapter eight. At this
point the reader is outside of the reality of experience
that inhabits Lewis’s spiritual geography. This
excommunication begins with the first conversation
between Ransom and Dr. Weston.
After encountering the ecstatic reality of
Perelandra, Ransom quickly recognizes the extended
philosophical dialogue as a conversation that could take
place outside the spatiality of myth within Perelandra.
Lewis declares:
Throughout the conversation that followed,
Ransom was filled with a sense of crazy
irrelevance. Here were two human beings,
thrown together in an alien world under
conditions of inconceivable strangeness . . .
Was it sane—was it imaginable—that they
should find themselves at once engaged in a
philosophical argument which might just as
well have occurred in a Cambridge
combination room? (202).
By reading the philosophical dialogue between
Ransom, Weston, and the Queen (who is also referred
to as the Green Lady), it becomes apparent that image
driven myth teaches and delights but does not require
explanation. In contrast, the philosophical dialogue is
sustained solely by explanation. This change in style
creates the fissure within the storyline and leaves the

reader looking at the beam of light from the outside.
In the thick of the philosophical battle, Ransom
racks his brain to explain to the Queen how Weston is
using shallow rationalism to trick her into going against
the will of God, whom she refers to as “Maledil.” Lewis
writes:
He [Ransom] was just about to speak but it
was too late. Weston’s voice anticipated him
and tells the Queen that Ransom “. . . does not
want you to hear me, because he wants to keep
you young. He does not want you to go on to
the new fruits that you have never tasted
before” (220).
Weston explains to the Queen that it is Ransom
who is her true enemy and an enemy of Maledil. He
attempts to recall her past experiences of tasting the
sensuous fruits of Perelandra to support his diabolical
argument. Weston’s statement: “. . . He does not want
you to go on to the new fruits you have never tasted
before” is a fiery dart sent into the Queen’s malleable
mind. But, talking about tasting the fruit in an
intellectual debate and actually experiencing the taste of
the fruit are very different. It is only by tasting the fruit
that one is seeing reality by the beam of light and
remains within the spiritual geography of Perelandra.
Yet, Perelandra is a book that teaches and delights
the reader by enticing him or her to enter into the
spiritual geography of Lewis’s world through word
pictures that engulf one’s imagination and steal past
ones rational defenses. C.S. Lewis wrote spiritual
fiction to bring the reader into contact with the
numinous. For this union to occur one need not ponder
the particles within the beam of light, because the
object is to see no beam whatsoever, but rather to allow
the beam to fall on the readers eyes and experience the
Wholly Other by it. The extended philosophical
dialogue within the text denies Perelandra a smooth
singleness of quality. When the smoothness of the
reader’s mythic experience is abruptly changed to a
philosophical discourse, the bifurcation in the text is
apparent. When Lewis the philosopher ends his task of
applying human ratiocination to interplanetary matters
and Ransom kills the Un-man (Dr. Weston who
becomes evil incarnate) in chapter fifteen, the author
returns to his occupation as a myth-maker and provides
closure to the Perelandrian myth with the “Great
Dance” which is one of the finest imaginative events
Lewis ever put into words. Speaking for Ransom Lewis
writes,
And now by a transition which he did not
notice, it seemed that what had begun as
speech was turned into sight, or into
something that can be remembered only as if it

The Fissure Within The Spiritual Geography of C.S. Lewis’s Perelandra ● James D. Lopp, III

were seeing. He thought he saw the great
Dance “. . . it seemed to be woven out of the
intertwining undulation of many cords or
bands of light, leaping over and under one
another and mutually embraced in arabesques
and flower-like subtleties . . . at the zenith of
complexity, complexity was eaten up and
faded, as a thin white cloud beyond all
comprehension, ancient and young as spring
. . . drew him with cords of infinite desire into
its own stillness. He went up into such
quietness; he had the sense of stripping off
encumbrances and awakening from trance, and
coming to himself. With a gesture of
relaxation he looked about him. (231)
Perelandra opens with Ransom returning to Earth
in which he gives a limited account to Lewis, the
narrator. Lewis commented to Ransom, “‘Of course I
realize it’s all rather too vague for you to put into
words’ . . . ’On the contrary, it is words that are vague.
The reason why the thing can’t be expressed is that it’s
too definite for language’” (Lewis 35). Ransom’s
comment captures the essence of what Lewis offers his
reader when the door to the spiritual geography of the
Perelandrian myth is unlocked. The most significant
events that become a part of the readers life experience
occur when Lewis invites his audience to stand with
Ransom inside the beam of light where one can
experience the numinous through Lewis’s extra-literary
word pictures that make a direct appeal to the suprarational imagination of his readers. By this formula
Lewis gives Perelandra a living presence that is unique.
Perelandra does not simply contain aspects of the
numinous and the Wholly Other. Lewis created
Perelandra to be a literal embodiment of the numinous.
As a devotee who is first committed to accepting
all of Lewis’s corpus as works of art to be enjoyed; I
am also aware that the job of the critic is to honestly ask
the tough questions and with reasonable trepidation
comment on how the text struck me as I recite the
admonition of Pope who stated: “A perfect judge will
read each work of wit / With the same spirit that its
author writ.” Lewis’s decision to arrange Perelandra
with an extended philosophical debate inside of an
overwhelmingly successful tapestry of imaginative
writing that teaches and delights the reader tends to
work against the higher goals of bringing the reader into
contact with the numinous on a personal level. While on
a cosmic level Lewis contributes to remythologizing the
cosmology of our universe that has been emptied of
“The Myth That Became Fact” and filled with the myth
of unyielding despair. There are some critics who make
more out of this critical analysis than there is evidence
for. A classic example is Kate O’Brien’s critique of
Perelandra found in “The Spectator,” (14 May 1943).

She states:
Bravely as Mr. Lewis has assaulted the high
and mighty symbols of human hope, serious
and imaginative as is his purpose, the things
he intends . . . cannot be done at the pace and
within the structure of narrative prose. It is a
subject for verse, and verse at its most
immense . . . Passages in this book which
tremble near the absurd because they have to
be so much explained, might well have been
majestic and beyond question in the simple,
inevitable dress of poetry (Hooper 458).
To one’s great surprise Lewis never heeded
O’Brien’s admonition. The sum qualities of the book
are so grand that they may magnify this blemish.
Perelandra remains one of Lewis’s great works of
fiction. The truths gleaned and the realities experienced
are numerous and weighty.
Yet, it is not enough to simply comprehend that
seeing by the beam of light and looking at the beam are
different experiences. The cornerstone of the text is the
fact that the magic Lewis creates in Perelandra occurs
on Perelandra where the Wholly Other lives and
breaths. The reader is transported to the spiritual
geography of Perelandra through the power of imagedriven myth; and myth must be encountered by stepping
into that place where one no longer sees the beam of
light at all but rather is pulled into the light the beam
provides. By this process one can span the spiritual
geography of Lewis’s far off planet and help us to
navigate the spiritual geography we encounter each day.
For the perspective of our world from Perelandra is
quite insightful.
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In Defense of the Fairy Tale: C.S. Lewis’s Argument for
the Value and Importance of the Fairy Tale
Constance Rice

The importance of C.S. Lewis’s defense and use of
the fairy tale is discovered in the growing popularity of
the genre and the continued controversy surrounding its
use. One can easily see the continued celebrity of the
fairy tale as a genre when looking at current films and
popular books. Recent films demonstrating this trend
are Ever After: A Cinderella Story with Drew
Barrymore, a retelling of the classic fairy tale; Shrek, a
fractured fairy tale incorporating fairy tale stories and
characters made familiar by Disney films; the thought
provoking AI which is centered around the story of
Pinocchio; the Oscar nominated Chocolat which in its
opening identifies itself as a fairy tale; and the recent
and highly successful film versions of J.R.R. Tolkien’s
Lord of the Rings and J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter and
the Sorcerer’s Stone and The Chamber of Secrets. Any
trip to a bookstore will demonstrate the successful sales
of both adult and children’s literature based on the fairy
tale, romance, and fantasy, including science fiction.
The phenomena surrounding the publishing of the
Harry Potter series has drawn new attention to C.S.
Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia series and J.R.R.
Tolkien’s writings and the craft of storytelling and of
world-making identified by Tolkien as “secondary
worlds” created by the writer and “mythopoeia” as the
activity of such “sub-creation” (67, 82-83).
This continued use of the fairy tale has also created
controversy over key elements of the genre such as the
use of magic and magical creatures, the danger of
escapism, the appropriateness of the material for
children due to concerns over violence and frightening
subject matter, and the question as to whether fairy tales
are only for audiences consisting of children. Some
concerned educators, librarians, clergy, and parents
have called for the banning of the Harry Potter series.
C.S. Lewis met the same challenges over his Chronicles
of Narnia. He addressed many of the issues raised in
essays, particularly in the collection of essays found in
Of Other Worlds, and in his letters to readers in

response to their questions about the series as in Letters
to Children. An examination of Lewis’s writings will
provide insight and answers to the questions and
challenges over the use of the fairy tale and prove its
validity and value as an art form and literary genre.
In Lewis’s essay, “Sometimes Fairy Stories May
Say Best What’s To Be Said,” he describes the
invention process for the Chronicles of Narnia as first
coming in mental images, “a faun carrying an umbrella,
a queen on a sledge, a magnificent lion” (36). Next
came the selection of a form in which to tell the story,
one absent of a love interest or close psychology. The
form excluding these was the fairy tale. Lewis tells us
that he fell in love with the form itself, “its brevity, its
severe restraints on description, its flexible
traditionalism, its inflexible hostility to all analysis,
digression, reflections and ‘gas’” and the very
limitations of the vocabulary (36-37). He concludes, “I
wrote fairy tales because the Fairy Tale seemed the
ideal Form for the stuff I had to say,” not unlike the
stone selected by the sculptor or the sonnet by the poet
(37). As in any expression of art, the form chosen by
the artist must be considered, and whatever boundaries
and limitations prescribed by the form must be
understood.
So what is this genre form? C. Hugh Holman in his
Handbook to Literature defines the fairy tale as “a story
relating mysterious pranks and adventures of
supernatural spirits who manifest themselves in the
form of diminutive human beings.” These creatures
“possess supernatural wisdom and foresight, a
mischievous temperament, the power to regulate the
affairs of human beings for good or evil, the capacity to
change themselves into any shape at any time” (180).
Magic and magical creatures are at the heart of the
fairy tale. Fairy tale creatures are expanded more than
just the fairy to include witches, mythological creatures,
and other magical beings. Fairy tales often begin with
“once upon a time,” and end with “they lived happily
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ever after.” There is reasonable expectation that the tale
will end with a happy conclusion, although more
traditional folk tales can have elements of violence and
tragedy.
An important characteristic of the fairy tale is that
it often teaches a story or a moral. Lewis found a real
advantage of using the fairy tale in order to “steal past
those watchful dragons,” our inhibitions that paralyze
our openness to the Gospel:
Why did one find it so hard to feel as one was
told one ought to feel about God or about the
sufferings of Christ? Why did one find it so
hard to feel as one was told one ought to. I
thought the chief reason was that one was told
one ought to. An obligation to feel can freeze
feelings. And reverence itself did harm. The
whole subject was associated with lowered
voices; almost as if it were something medical.
But supposing that by casting all these things
into an imaginary world, stripping them of the
stained-glass and Sunday school associations,
one could make them for the first time appear
in their real potency? Could one not thus steal
past those watchful dragons? I thought one
could. (“Sometimes Fairy Stories” 37)
In his essay Lewis refers to J.R.R. Tolkien’s
comments on the fairy tale found in Tolkien’s “On
Fairy Stories” in Essays Presented to Charles Williams,
which had a great influence on Lewis’s ideas about the
genre. Tolkien suggests that the true form of the fairy
tale is what he calls the “eucatastrophe,” “the true form
of the fairy-tale, and its highest function” (81)
containing elements of tragedy and loss that lead to a
sudden joyous turn. This is what Tolkien refers to as the
“Consolation of the Happy Ending” of the fairy tale, an
element he maintains must be possessed by all complete
fairy tales (81). Tolkien describes it as follows:
The consolation of fairy-stories, the joy of the
happy ending: or more correctly of the good
catastrophe, the sudden joyous ‘turn’ (for
there is no true end to any fairy-tale): this joy,
which is one of the things which fairy-stories
can produce supremely well, is not essentially
‘escapist,’ nor ‘fugitive’. In its fairy-tale—or
otherworld—setting, it is a sudden and
miraculous grace: never to be counted on to
recur. It does not deny the existence of
dyscatastrophy, of sorrow and failure; the
possibility of these is necessary to the joy of
deliverance; it denies (in the face of much
evidence, if you will) universal final defeat
and in so far is evangelium, giving a fleeting

glance of Joy, Joy beyond the walls of the
world, poignant as grief.
It is the mark of a good fairy-story, of the
higher or more complete kind, that however
wild its events, however fantastic or terrible
the adventures, it can give to child or man that
hears it, when the ‘turn’ comes, a catch of
breath, a beat and lifting of the heart, near to
(or indeed accompanied by) tears, as keen as
that given by any form of literary art, and
having a peculiar quality. (81)
Tolkien concludes his essay by identifying this
eucatastrophe with the Christian Story citing that the
Gospels contain a fairy-story that “embraces all the
essence of fairy-stories”:
I would venture to say that approaching the
Christian Story from this direction, it has long
been my feeling (a joyous feeling) that God
redeemed the corrupt making-creatures, men,
in a way fitting to this aspect, as to others, of
their strange nature. The Gospels contain a
fairy-story, or a story of a larger kind, which
embraces all the essence of fairy-stories. They
contain many marvels—peculiarly artistic,
beautiful, and moving: ‘mythical’ in their
perfect, self-contained significance; and at the
same time powerfully symbolic and
allegorical; and among the marvels is the
greatest and most complete conceivable
eucatastrophe. The Birth of Christ is the
eucatastrophe of Man’s history. The
Resurrection is the eucatastrophe of the story
of the Incarnation. This story begins and ends
in joy. It has pre-eminently the ‘inner
consistency of reality’. There is no tale told
that men would rather find was true, and none
which so many sceptical men have accepted as
true on its own merits. For the Art of it has the
supremely convincing tone of Primary Art,
that is Creation. To reject it leads either to
sadness or wrath. (83-84)
The original folk tales that embodied the earliest
fairy tales often had elements of suffering and tragedy
that have been erased by the Disney versions of the
stories. An example of this is the “Little Mermaid.” In
the original tale, the Little Mermaid sacrifices her life
for her beloved prince, a quite different story than the
film version by Disney.
Another criticism of the fairy tale is that it is a form
of escapism, giving children a false impression of the
world and fails to prepare children for the realities of
the world they live in. Lewis argues in his essay, “On
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Three Ways of Writing for Children,” that children
easily understand that the world of the fairy tale is not
real, something not so easily understood as the school
stories told in school. He states, “All stories in which
children have adventures and successes which are
possible, but in the sense that they do not break the laws
of nature, but almost infinitely improbable, are in more
danger than the fairy tales of raising false expectations”
(29).
The response to the popular charge of escapism is
not so easily answered according to Lewis. The fairy
tale does create a longing similar to those aroused with
the school book, but the longing for fairy land is for
something we know not. “It stirs and troubles . . . with
the dim sense of something beyond his reach and, far
from dulling or emptying the actual world, gives it a
new dimension of depth” (29).
Lewis in the same essay addresses the charge that
the fairy tale as children’s literature will frighten them.
Lewis makes a distinction that one does not do anything
to give children “haunting, disabling, pathological fears
against which ordinary courage is helpless: in fact,
phobias” but “we must not keep out of his mind the
knowledge that he is born into a world of death,
violence, wounds, and adventure, heroism and
cowardice, good and evil” (31).
He goes on to point out that the second would
indeed give children a false impression creating
escapism in a bad sense. Stories of brave knights and
heroic courage in the fairy tale will provide for the child
models in the real world as they face difficulties,
concluding with:
As far as that goes, I side impenitently with
the human race against the modern reformer.
Let there be wicked kings and beheadings,
battles and dungeons, giants and dragons, and
let villains be soundly killed at the end of the
book. Nothing will persuade me that this
causes an ordinary child any kind or degree of
fear beyond what it wants, and needs, to feel.
For, of course, it wants to be a little
frightened. (31)
He concludes that phobias cannot be controlled by
literary means. He warns parents that avoiding the fairy
tale for “blameless stories of child life in which nothing
at all alarming ever happens, you fail to banish the
terrors, and would succeed in banishing all that can
ennoble them or make them endurable” (31-32). He
finishes by saying:
. . . For in the fairy tales, side by side with the
terrible figures, we find the immemorial
comforters and protectors, the radiant ones;
and the terrible figures are not merely terrible,

but sublime. It would be nice if no little boy in
bed, hearing, or thinking he hears, a sound,
were ever at all frightened. But if he going to
be frightened, I think it better that he should
think St George, or any bright champion in
armour, is a better comfort than the idea of the
police.
I will even go further. If I could have escaped
all my own night-fears at the price of never
having known ‘faerie’, would I now be the
gainer by that bargain? I am not speaking
carelessly. The fears were very bad. But I
think the price would have been too high. (32)
Finally, are there different fairy tales for children
than for adults, or is the fairy tale only for children?
Anyone who has seen any of the films or read any of the
books mentioned at the beginning of this essay will
know that both the child and the adult enjoy them.
Lewis never refers to his essay on fairy stories as
children stories. He points out that they are liked and
disliked by both adults and children. He explains that he
writes for children only in the sense that he excludes
those things he thinks children would not like or
understand, not in the sense of writing below adult
attention (37-38).
This is an idea developed also in Tolkien’s essay
on the fairy tale and in George MacDonald’s essay on
the imagination, “The Fantastic Imagination,” important
influences on Lewis’s ideas. George MacDonald when
asked how a parent might respond to a child’s inquiry
as to what a fairy tale means writes, “But indeed your
children are not likely to trouble you about the meaning.
They find what they are capable of finding, and more
would be too much. For my part, I do not write for
children, but for the childlike, whether of five or fifty,
or seventy-five (27). MacDonald cautions that in
critical analysis we can “spoil countless previous things
by intellectual greed. He who will be a man, and will
not be a child, must—cannot help himself—become a
little man, that is, a dwarf. He will, however, need no
consolation, for he is sure to think himself a very large
creature indeed (28).
Lewis concludes his essay on fairy stories with the
following:
The Fantastic or Mythical is a Mode available
at all ages for some readers; for others, at
none. At all ages, if it is well used by the
author and meets the right reader, it has the
same power: to generalize while remaining
concrete, to present in palpable form not
concepts or even experiences but the whole
classes of experience, and to throw off
irrelevancies. But at its best it can do more; it
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can give us experiences we have never had
and thus, instead of ‘commenting on life’, can
add to it. I am speaking, of course, about the
thing itself, not my own attempts at it.
‘Juveniles’, indeed! Am I to patronize sleep
because children sleep sound? Or honey
because children like it? (38)
C.S. Lewis addresses effectively the charges
against the modern use of the fairy tale in these essays
and in other writings. One need only read his children’s
literature to see these principles applied. For those who
challenge the fairy tale in its various creative
applications, a close examination of Lewis’s ideas and
writings will discover ample evidence for the defense of
the fairy tale.
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C.S. Lewis as Plagiarist: Some Grey Areas in the Grey Town1
Thom Satterlee

Two years ago, at the third Frances White Ewbank
Colloquium on C.S. Lewis and Friends, I learned that
Lewis’s novel The Great Divorce was informed by an
obscure source, a novel I’d never heard of before called
Letters from Hell (Hill 20). Since I teach Lewis’s novel
in my World Literature course, I decided to read Letters
from Hell, hoping that I might make some use of it in
class. If I had any specific use in mind before actually
reading Letters from Hell, it was to show my students
that writers, whether expository or creative, draw on
earlier sources to help create their own work. In fact,
the key idea that shapes my course is this notion that
literature doesn’t come out of a vacuum, but instead
develops through a centuries-old conversation. On my
syllabus I had already paired Lewis’s novel with
Dante’s Inferno and had written a lecture on how the
English novel, in a broad sense, translates the Italian
poem. At the start of my investigation, the word
plagiarism wasn’t on my mind at all.
I feel I have to say the above because, honestly, I
fear that some readers might think I’m on a literary
witch-hunt2. I’m not. I began, innocently enough, by
looking for grist for the lecture mill. And let me also
say, in order to set some limits, that I’m not interested
in claiming Lewis as a hardened criminal of literary
theft. Just the opposite, I’ve discovered through
researching this paper that in almost every instance I
know of in which Lewis makes use of an earlier source
he does so with such a transparency and generosity
towards fellow writers that his practice should be
considered a model for other writers. In the case of this
one source though, this little-known book that now
seems to me to have been more influential on the
writing of The Great Divorce than the Inferno, here in
this one isolated incident one could say that Lewis
failed to be as scrupulous as he normally was. He’s
guilty, let’s say, of a minor case of plagiarism—a
literary misdemeanor in which he failed to give credit to
an obscure source.3

When I say that Letters from Hell is an obscure
source I meant that it is so to us today and was so to
Lewis and his readers in the 1940s when his novel was
published[look into this. one world cat reference gives a
17th printing by 1940-1949] In the late 1860s, though,
when Letters from Hell first appeared in its original
language, Danish, it had a whole country’s attention.
Granted, Denmark is a small country, only a few
million, but Valdemar Thisted’s Breve fra Helvede
went through three printings in its first year and counted
among its admirers Hans Christian Andersen, who
compared the author’s vision to those in his own worldfamous fairytales (1867). In Germany, too, Thisted’s
novel had enormous success, and in one year the
German translation passed through twelve printings
(Macdonald 5).
At the same time when the Danish and German
versions received acclaim, the English translation,
commercially speaking, sputtered. Letters from Hell
had been released in London by Richard Bentley
publishing house in 1866, the year that the original first
appeared in Copenhagen. But English readers weren’t,
in 1866, ready to see the word hell in the title of a book.
Letters from Hell was banned, and didn’t appear again
until 1884, when it was released in a new edition with a
preface by George Macdonald (Hordern). The Scottish
writer noted that the book serves an evangelical end
through its depiction of a “ghastly hell,” the purpose of
the novel being “to make a righteous use of the element
of horror; and in this, so far as I know, it is
unparalleled” (9).
Lewis owned a copy of this later edition, and at
least one writer has noticed its similarities to The Great
Divorce (Hill 20). The questions I want to pursue now
are these: How similar are parts of The Great Divorce
to Letters from Hell? Should Lewis have given credit to
Thisted for “borrowed” material? And if the two works
do share important similarities, why didn’t Lewis ever
mention his debt?

C.S. Lewis as Plagiarist: Some Grey Areas in the Grey Town ● Thom Satterlee

When I first read The Great Divorce, I was
intrigued by the novel’s original vision of hell. The
first-person narrator, a newcomer to hell, finds himself
not in the stereotypical fiery pit with horned devils and
pitchforks and loud screams of tormented sinners, but in
a grey town, on streets lined with abandoned houses and
bookstores. Lewis’s is a curiously banal hell, I
remember thinking. And yet a banal hell, compared to
those I’d encountered in other works, was a wellimagined hell—to me, a new hell. I especially admired
the scene in which the narrator speaks with another
soul, that of an “intelligent man,” and discovers the
reason for all the abandoned houses:
“It seems a deuce of a town,” I
volunteered, “and that’s what I can’t
understand. The parts of it that I saw were so
empty. Was there once a much larger
population?”
“Not at all,” said my neighbour. “The
trouble is that they’re so quarrelsome. As soon
as anyone arrives he settles in some street.
Before the week is over he’s quarreled so
badly that he decides to move. Very like he
finds the next street empty because all the
people there have quarreled with their
neighbors—and moved. So he settles in. If by
any chance the street is full, he goes further.
But even if he stays, it makes no odds. He’s
sure to have another quarrel pretty soon and
then he’ll move on again. Finally he’ll move
right out to the edge of the town and build a
new house. You see, it’s easy here. You’ve
only got to think a house and there it is.” (20)
As the Intelligent Man later explains, the power of
wishing goes well beyond posthumous homes. “You get
every thing you want,” he tells the narrator, “by just
imagining it” (23). The list includes cinemas and fish
and chip shops, and whatever the residents of hell
would like.
Lewis, I believe, did not get the notion that hell
operates on wish-fulfillment “by just imagining it.” He
borrowed the idea from Thisted’s novel. Like The Great
Divorce, Letters from Hell is told through a first-person
narrator who has newly arrived in hell. Among his first
discoveries is the principle that souls can have whatever
they want by imagining it. The following scene may not
be a mirror image of Lewis’s, but the similarities
certainly struck me when I first read it. The narrator, on
his first day in hell, walks into a tavern. After a short
while he asks the owner, who has already proven
belligerent, to tell him about the tavern’s origins:

“What house is this?” I asked, with a
voice as unpleasant and gnarling as his own.
“It’s my house!”
That was not much of information, so I
asked again after a while: “How did it come to
be here—the house I mean—and everything?”
The landlord looked at me with a sneer
that plainly said, “You greenhorn, you!”
vouchsafing however presently: “How came it
here?—why, I thought of it, and then it was.”
That was light on the subject. “Then the
house is merely an idea?” I went on.
“Yes, of course; what else should it be?”
“Ah, indeed, youngster,” cried one of the
gamblers, turning upon me, “here we are in the
true land of magic, the like of which was never
heard of on earth. We need but imagine a
thing, and then we have it. Hurrah, I say, ‘tis a
merry place!” And with frightful laughter that
betokened anything but satisfaction, he threw
the dice upon the table. (10-11)
It’s important to note that these passages share an
idea rather than exact wording. Lewis, if he borrowed
from Thisted (as I believe he did) did so without lifting
the Dane’s language, not even in translation. He adopts,
instead, a unique notion found in Letters from Hell.
With this distinction in mind, I want to say that the type
of plagiarism I see in The Great Divorce falls into the
gray—or grayer—area, a plagiarism of a different sort
than that of the bold thief. To use an analogy, Lewis
hasn’t robbed the grocery story blind, he’s simply
dropped an apple in his coat pocket and left the store
without paying.
But there are other apples in other pockets. I see
another striking similarity, for instance, in the fact that
both novels use the same symbol to represent the
approach of final judgment. In both novels, a growing
darkness tells the residents of hell that this important
event is approaching. In Letters from Hell we find an
early, rather ambiguous reference to the fading light.
The narrator has encountered another soul, a man with a
rope around his neck:
“The light is decreasing,” I said, pointing
in the direction whence the pale glimmer
emanated. “I fear we shall be quite in the dark
presently.”
“Yes,” said the figure, with a gurgling
voice; “it will be night directly.”
“How long will it last?”
“How should I know? It may be some
hours, it may be a hundred years.”
“Is there such a difference of duration?”
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“We don’t perceive the difference; it is
always long, frightfully long,” said the figure,
with a dismal moan.
“But it is quite certain, is it not, that
daylight will reappear?”
“If you call that daylight which we used to
call dusk upon earth, we never get more. I
strongly suspect that it is not daylight at all;
however, that matters little. I see you are a
newcomer here.” (13)
Later the newcomer realizes the significance of
darkness in hell, and says, “I tremble, I tremble at the
coming darkness. This fear is chiefly born from a
feeling that a night to come—we know not how soon—
will usher in the day of judgment” (340).
Similarly, in The Great Divorce the narrator first
learns of a final judgment by suggestion and in
connection with darkness. He has asked the Intelligent
Man why souls in hell go to all the trouble of building
houses that, as it turns out, don’t keep out the rain.
The Intelligent Man put his head closer to
mine. “Safety again,” he muttered. “At least
the feeling of safety. It’s all right now: but
later on . . . you understand.”
“What?” said I, almost involuntarily
sinking my own voice to a whisper.
He articulated noiselessly as if expecting
that I understood lip-reading. I put my ear
close to his mouth. “Speak up,” I said. “It will
be dark presently,” he mouthed.
“You mean the evening is really going to
turn into a night in the end?”
He nodded. (24)
I realize that to connect the final judgment with
something foreboding, such as darkness, is hardly
unique. There may, in fact, only be a handful of
symbols available to writers who attempt to describe
hell and the fears of its inhabitants. If not darkness, then
what? Lewis might have asked himself. And yet the
coincidence in both narrators learning this law of hell
early on in each novel, progressing to understand it
more clearly as the novels move forward, and recalling
its significance at the end of the novel (Thisted 343;
Lewis 124-125) suggests that Lewis may have
borrowed not just Thisted’s symbol, but also his
narrative technique.
By chapter three of The Great Divorce, Lewis’s
narrator has traveled away from hell and arrives in the
foothills of heaven, where the remainder of the novel
takes place. The narrator of Thisted’s novel, on the
other hand, never leaves hell. One would assume, then,
that the similarities between the novels would end here;
but they don’t. Lewis’s narrator may have left hell, but

hell in a sense goes with him. We learn something about
Lewis’s hell from the way the ghosts who accompany
the narrator on the omnibus behave once they arrive in
the foothills. The narrator, observing an old woman
who has been in hell, says to his Guide (none other than
George Macdonald) “I am troubled, Sir . . . because that
unhappy creature doesn’t seem to me to be the sort of
soul that ought to be even in danger of damnation. She
isn’t wicked: she’s only a silly, garrulous old woman
who has got into the habit of grumbling . . .” (24). In
another encounter, the narrator finds that a woman who
lost her son and has spent her life grieving for him in a
selfish way has also lived in the Grey Town. The
narrator tells his Guide, “I don’t know if I’d repeat this
on Earth, Sir . . . They’d say I was inhuman: they’d say
I believed in total depravity: they’d say I was attacking
the best and holiest of things” (95).
Thisted’s hell provides similar surprising lessons
about the sort of people who populate that region. The
narrator tells us, “It is strange how many of the socalled respectable people one meets here; in fact, they
form the nucleus of society in hell as they do on earth
. . . You little think that daily life, with its legitimate
cares,—ay, even what you call your duty by house and
home,—may be the snare to bring your soul to hell!”
(47). And in language similar to the narrator’s comment
about the old woman, one finds this: “It is, indeed, a
strange fancy, prevalent among men, that only the
wicked go to hell” (48).
Certainly, Lewis’s scenes are more vivid than the
pronouncements of Thisted’s narrator, and so the two
versions differ in that respect; and yet the characters in
the latter part of The Great Divorce are in a certain way
reminiscent of Letters from Hell. It’s as though these
characters were first sketched by Thisted, then later
filled in by Lewis. Perhaps even the mention in Letters
from Hell that “there is no lack here even of theological
writings—especially of the modern commentaries, but
also of the dogmatic and homiletical kind” (95) gave
inspiration for Lewis’s Episcopal Ghost, the one who
tells his guide, “We have a little Theological Society
down there. Oh yes! There is plenty of intellectual life”
(46).
Though the narrator in Letters from Hell stays in
hell throughout the novel, he is still able to see heaven.
Fairly early in the novel we learn of this fact:
“And at times, as though a curtain of mist and
cloud were suddenly rent asunder, a cataract
of light bursts forth victoriously, overflowing
from the heart of glory. Hell stands dazzled,
struck to the core as it were. For in beauty and
bliss eternal a vision of Paradise is given to
the damned ones—no, not the damned ones,
for though cast into hell we are not yet judged;
it is given to those who, like the rich man, lift
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up their eyes in torment. And it is not only
Paradise we see, but the blessed ones who
dwell there.” (29)
Here, as in all of the foregoing examples, I can only
conjecture that Thisted’s portrayal of hell as a place
where heaven can be seen but not reached might have
been a creative catalyst for Lewis. Maybe Lewis has
taken Thisted’s idea one step further by giving the
residents of hell not only a vision of heaven but an
actual field trip. Maybe. And here’s one of the problems
in trying to say that Lewis is indebted to Thisted: Lewis
might actually have gotten the idea from somewhere
else, maybe from the same parable that Thisted’s
narrator alludes to.
And actually, even if I could prove that all of the
parallel passages I’ve quoted and discussed above were,
indeed, instances in which Lewis borrowed from
Thisted, many writers on plagiarism would excuse
Lewis from charges of plagiarism. William Allan
Edwards, whose Plagiarism: An Essay on Good and
Bad Borrowing appeared from a Cambridge publisher
about ten years before Lewis’s novel, sums up centuries
of commentaries on the subject and addresses
contemporary opinion. His conclusion might sound
radical, especially to those of us familiar with recent
cases of plagiarism reported through the media, but his
position falls within a long tradition:
Without being any the less original for it, and
without sacrificing his integrity, a genuine
artist may borrow the ideas, the themes, the
methods, and sometimes even the very words
of others, but he must always borrow
imaginatively if he is to escape censure: he
must have such an individual mind that all he
borrows is recreated; and he must weld his
thefts into a whole of feeling which is unique,
utterly different from the “source” from which
is was taken. (114)
Edwards’ words echo those of another Englishman from
nearly two centuries earlier, those of Dr. Johnson, who
said that it is permissible for a writer to “pursue the
paths of the antients, provided he declines to tread in
their footsteps” (qtd. in Mallon 10). And both Edwards
and Johnson can be joined by the voice of a more recent
author on this subject. In Stolen Words: Forays into the
Origins and Ravages of Plagiarism, Thomas Mallon
says, “The point . . . is always that the writer need not
blush about stealing if he makes what he takes
completely his, if he alchemizes it into something that
is, finally, thoroughly new” (25). All three writers agree
that the key in determining plagiarism is originality—
has the writer made new “footsteps,” is the new work
“unique, utterly different,” “completely his”? Edwards

states this position most plainly when he says that the
“difference between the successful and the unsuccessful
borrowers, is the difference between the artist and the
plagiarist. The plagiarist is simply a bad borrower”
(115).
I suspect that these writers would not say that
Lewis plagiarized from Thisted, but that he instead
borrowed artfully. After all (and I would have to agree)
The Great Divorce differs in more ways than it mirrors
Letters from Hell. Lewis has woven a new fabric with
some threads from an earlier writer and, arguably, the
Lewis tapestry is of higher quality than the Thisted.
And yet I remain uneasy. Lewis’s use of Thisted (and in
particular his failure to credit the Danish author) still
strikes me as unfair, and I am still inclined to use the
word plagiarism.
Maybe I hold Lewis to a higher standard because
he holds himself to one, or at least seems to.
Throughout The Great Divorce he makes plain his debt
to other writers, often by naming them, such as Blake,
Keats, Macdonald, Cowper, Taylor, Milton,
Swedenborg, and Hans Christian Andersen. He both
names and makes recognizable allusions to Dante.
When he can’t remember the name of an American
science fiction writer, Lewis nevertheless mentions in
his preface that a certain debt is due (11). Yet he never
refers to Letters from Hell or its author. Why he didn’t
is a matter of even looser speculation than I’ve made
elsewhere in this paper. Did he mean to, but forgot? Did
he honestly believe that Thisted’s novel hadn’t
influenced him? Did he consider the book to be so
obscure that it didn’t warrant a mention?
Of course, I can’t answer these questions, but I can
say, as I believe this paper makes clear, that I wish
Lewis would have credited Letters from Hell. I wish
this because unlike the other writers he refers to in the
pages of The Great Divorce, Valdemar Thisted has
grown less well-known with time. Considerably so. A
few days ago I did something that the nineteenthcentury Danish writer could not have expected. I
googled him. On that whole expanse known as the
world wide web only fifteen entries appeared, several of
them as repeats. I’m not so naïve as to believe that a
single mention in Lewis’s preface would have rescued
Thisted from obscurity, but maybe a few more readers
would look up his novel and enjoy reading it, as I did.
They might admire his originality, even if it is put to
better use in Lewis. In the end there’s always something
to be gained from going back to the original source, and
I wish that Lewis had made doing so a little bit easier.
Notes
1

I want to thank Linda Lambert, Reference Librarian at
the Zondervan Library of Taylor University, for
suggesting an early version of my title.
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2

During the period just before Lewis’s novel appeared,
writers about plagiarism noted a general increase in
frustration toward “source-hunters”—scholars and
critics who attempted to establish cases of
plagiarism against established authors. Interesting
accounts can be found in H.M. Paull’s Literary
Ethics: A Study in the Growth of the Literary
Conscience, especially pages 128 and 340, and in
William Allan Edwards’ Plagiarism: An Essay on
Good and Bad Borrowing, especially pages 82-88.
3
Edgar Allan Poe once remarked that “One out of ten
authors of established reputation, plunder
recondite, neglected, or forgotten works” (qtd. in
Goodale 202). My own least generous thought is
that Lewis himself might be numbered among the
one-in-ten authors.
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A Comparison between Hayao Miyazaki’s Princess Mononoke
and Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings
John Seland

Introduction
The aim of this essay is to compare the epic saga
animation, Princess Mononoke (Mononoke Hime,
1997), by Hayao Miyazaki, one of Japan’s leading
animators, with J.R.R. Tolkien’s novel, The Lord of the
Rings (1954-6) in order to ascertain their viewpoints
towards God, or the gods, and how this affects man’s
basic relationship to nature. We also wonder, what is
the basis, or origin, of their thinking about God and
nature?1 In short, how do these two artists, coming from
quite different cultural backgrounds, compare with each
other, and what does this reveal about their religious as
well as ecological beliefs?
Princess Mononoke
In making the film, Princess Mononoke, Miyazaki
acknowledged that he used a number of sources. One is
the Gilgamesh epic.2 The theme of the quest relates
closely to Bunyan’s work, The Pilgrim’s Progress. The
relationship between San, the heroine in the
animation—she is Princess Mononoke—and the wolves
finds an echo in the fairy tale, “Beauty and the Beast.”
There is even a possible influence from Tolkien in the
wound that Ashitaka, the hero,3 receives from a boargod, who has turned in a tatarigami.4 Like Frodo, this
wound gives him great power, but also great distress.
Another possible linkage are the gruesome apes
who bear similarity to Tolkien’s orcs. At one point, the
apes want to eat Ashitaka, hoping in this way to imbibe
his human skills as well as eliminate one more human
responsible for (they think) cutting down their forest.
One can also associate certain aspects of the film with
the English Romantic tradition, particularly its portrayal
of the forest as “a place of magical and spiritual
renewal” (Napier 187). However, as Susan Napier
points out, the forest of the shishigami is also “a wild

and threatening place . . . rather than a refuge it is a
locus of revenge” (187). She also notes: “In the film
nature is beautiful, sacred, and awesome, but it is also
vengeful and brutally frightening. Embodied in the
spiritually remote shishigami, it exists in the eyes of
Eboshi and the Yamato court as yet another vision of
the Other, an object to be repudiated and ultimately
destroyed” (188)5.
Another source could be the Roman legend of
Romulus and Remus. Soon after birth, the twin boys
were thrown into the Tiber by their mother’s uncle.
Later washed ashore, they were found by a she-wolf
who suckled them. There is also a possible influence
from an old Japanese story—and actually, it may be the
most direct source for the animation—Yahazu no Uji
no Matchi. (One day Matchi decided to cultivate some
land in the forest and make it into a rice field. However
the yato no kami, a snake god, and other gods tried to
stop him from cultivating what they considered was
their land. At this Matchi got angry and killed the yato
no kami and scattered the other deities.) Otherwise the
film reverberates with echoes from Japanese history,
folklore, myth, customs, and religious beliefs, some of
which are changed, indeed, “subverted” (Napier 180),
by Miyazaki to fit his own purposes.
The film is set in the fourteenth century, the
Muromachi Period (1333-1573), a period Miyazaki said
he purposely chose because it compares so closely with
the twentieth century, both ages being unsettled and
having much social disorder. It was an unstable time,
when the medieval period had collapsed and society
was moving closer to the modern era. Susan Napier
writes about this. “In Miyazaki’s view, the fourteenth
century is a period of significant historical transition
from a world that was still in close contact with both
natural and supernatural forces to a world that would
become increasingly oriented toward the human. As he
says, ‘It was in this period that people changed their
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value system from goods to money.’”(181)
During this time, the emperor system was being
challenged by powerful landowners and military
commanders who, in turn, fought among themselves.6 It
was also a time when many virgin forests were being
cut down in order to make way for rice farming,
housing and temple building and, in some places,
mining for ore and minerals. Helen McCarthy writes
about this period. “It appealed greatly to Miyazaki, who
saw it as the point at which the Japanese people began
to feel they could control nature, rather than having to
placate or worship it. They cleared large tracts of
primeval woodland and produced iron in greater
quantities than ever before. This departure defined their
relationship to their ecology.” (185)
The beginning of the film takes places in a
primeval forest, near a village of an ancient people
known as Emishi. A boar, one of the noble forest gods,
driven insane by rage and hatred against those humans
who had shot him with an iron bullet, has become a
tatarigami, a cursed god. Now he seeks to attack the
village of Iron Town, where Ashitaka happens to be
visiting. The first ones he sees are a group of village
girls. In order to defend them, Ashitaka shoots an arrow
into his forehead, killing him. However, before dying,
the boar splays his arm with a poison emanating from
its dying body, a poison so deadly, it will eventually kill
him.
Seeing a male enact the role of defender and
warrior comes as no surprise. However, later in the
animation, Miyazaki surprises us (as he does throughout
the film) by the way he “subverts audience expectation”
(Napier 179). Thus not only does a male act as a
samurai, so too does a young girl, San. We see here
how Miyazaki both employs and subverts Japanese
ideas and customs.
Ashitaka’s quest begins as he seeks a way not only
to find out who shot the tatarigami, but also to learn
why he has been cursed, and how he can rid himself of
it. Traveling westward “to the central land of Yamato
kingdom the area where the Japanese court held most
sway during that period” (Napier 179), he reaches a
village where he learns about the shishigami, a creature
who, during the day appears with a deerlike body and
the face of a human, and at night as a detarabotchi, a
gigantic translucent being, its alter ego (Napier 187)7
He is the god of nature, the supreme being of all the
animals, plants, and water of the forest, embodying all
the powers of nature, with power to heal and even to
“bring back from the dead and regenerate a denuded
forest in moments” (McCarthy).
Ashitaka also learns that a place called Tatara, or
“Iron Town,” is waging a war against the forest, with
the intent to kill the shishigami himself. (It was here
that the iron ball that killed the tatarigami was made.)
The leader of Iron Town is a woman, Lady Eboshi, who

thinks little of cutting trees for charcoal and destroying
the forest in order to obtain ore. Though the beings of
the forest hate her, she is loved by her people, many of
whom she has rescued from a life of poverty and
sickness. Later, Ashitaka learns that it was Eboshi who
shot the boar-god.
The plot deepens when Iron Town is attacked by
Princess Mononoke, a young girl, named San, who
rides a wolf, Moro, another forest-god who, like the
tatarigami and shishigami, is able to communicate with
humans. She is a “possessed princess,” that is, she is
“possessed by the fearsome spirits of nature” (Napier
179). Abandoned by her parents as a child, San has
been raised by Moro and has taken their part. Like
them, she is enraged by the way the people of Iron
Town abuse nature. All this becomes a three-way battle
with the entry of some samurai, their objective being to
get the head of the shishigami and present it to the
emperor, since it is believed it has the power to give
eternal youth. The death of the shishigami also fits into
Lady Eboshi’s thinking, for she wants to show that the
god’s power cannot compare with hers, hence it is
useless for the forest gods to fight against her.
At one point, San, Moro, and several of the wolfgods attack Iron Town, but in the fight, Moro is shot.
Soon afterwards. Ashitaka happens to see San sucking
the bad blood from Moro’s wound. When she notices
him looking at her, she gives him a cold, hard stare; in
her eyes he is merely another human intent on
destroying the forest. Ashitaka then leaves. As he walks
along, kodama, small transparent white creatures, in
fact, tree spirits who seem to have a close relationship
to the shishigami, suddenly appear. Apparently
harmless, indeed, benevolent to humans, they lead
Ashitaka through the forest. As he walks along, he
suddenly sees a strange beast that looks like a male
deer, with great antlers. At the same time, his wounded
arm begins to shake violently. Then the shishigami
disappears into the forest.
Battles between the nature gods and the humans
continue, the forest gods becoming like wild animals in
their rage against their human foes. During one of the
battles, San again attacks. At one point, San and Eboshi
meet. Ashitaka, seeing that they are about to fight each
other to death, knocks each one out. Then he picks San
up, intending to bring her to her home in the forest.
However, as he carries her away, the people of the town
try to stop him, and he is shot in the back. Nevertheless,
the strength from his cursed arm enables him to walk
into the forest carrying San. She then wakes. Feeling
indebted to him for rescuing her, she seeks the
shishigami to save Ashitaka’s life. When the shishigami
comes, Ashitaka notices how at each step of the deergod, new plants sprout and grow. The shishigami then
heals him of his gunshot wound, but not of the curse.
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Meanwhile, the relationship between Ashitaka and San
deepens.
The story progresses, as the beasts and humans
continue fighting each other. Eventually, Lady Eboshi,
through the help of the priest Jiko, succeeds in shooting
the shishigami, severing his head from his body. At this,
the entire forest begins to die. Later, however, Ashitaka
and San are able to retrieve the head, so that the
shishigami becomes whole again, and, with this, life
returns to the forest.8 In the closing scenes of the film,
Ashitaka and San, each having greatly matured due to
their experiences, talk. She tells him that she loves
him—as he does her—but that she cannot forgive the
humans for their destruction of the forest. For this
reason, she will continue to live with the animals.
However, both she and Ashitaka agree to see each other
sometimes. The last scene of the animation shows the
magnificent figure of the shishigami standing proud and
tall as he overlooks the forest and all its creatures.
Nevertheless, one wonders how, with the attitude
of people like those in Iron Town, an attitude that sees
nature mainly in terms of economic prosperity, nature
will manage to survive. It takes little imagination to
realize that the world depicted in Mononoke differs
considerably from that in The Lord of The Rings. Both
are set in the past—interestingly enough—in eras
reminiscent of the Middle Ages. However, we also see
that each work draws upon a quite different cultural and
religious tradition: Mononoke, especially upon Japanese
Shintoism and Buddhism; The Lord of the Rings, upon
Jewish-Christian beliefs. Shinto is based on Chinese
charcters.9 Shin refers to kami, the Japanese work for
“god”; and doo, “the way”; thus, Shinto means “the way
of the gods.” It is the native belief of Japan, “the root of
all Japanese spiritual life” (Spiritual Tapestry 38), and
primarily a system of nature and ancestor worship.
It may also be noted that in the oldest Japanese
myths there were two kinds of kami. “The first three
kami were said to have reveled themselves in the High
Celestial Plain or among march reeds between heaven
and earth. Kami of the second type such as “nature”
kami—stones, mountains, rivers, and trees—appear as
offspring of earlier kami (Eliade, 8, 243). Furthermore,
not only do the gods exist in natural objects and natural
phenomena, they also have control over natural and
human phenomena (New Catholic Encyclopedia, 86).
“The presence of the kami is overwhelming and
pervades all aspect of life. Natural phenomena—wind,
sun, moon, water, mountains, trees—are kami” (Japan:
An Illustrated Encyclopedia 1386). So too are animals,
particularly such animals as the bear, fox, wolf, tiger,
deer, monkey, etc.
In short, “every mountain river, and spring, and all
the diverse phenomena of nature, even grasses and
trees, had presiding spirits or kami and were worthy to
be worshipped as deities” (Collier’s Encyclopedia, 11,

679). Thus, Kami can be regarded as “the spiritual
nature of each individual existence” (The Encyclopedia
of Religion, 8, 243). In the opinion of Shintoist scholar
Motoori Norinaga, they can be seen as “any entity with
an unusually powerful spiritual function that imparts a
feeling of awe” (Encyclopedia of Religion, 8, 243).
Shintoism, then, is both animistic and polytheistic:
believers worship any number of gods. These ideas find
expression throughout Mononoke. In Shinto belief,
when angry or upset, vagrant spirits of the living or
dead are capable of possessing a person, or an animal,
and cause death or illness (New Catholic Encyclopedia,
13, 87.) Thus, “even a god may send plague or disaster
if offended by neglect or disrespect” (Encyclopedia of
Religion, 2, 464). We see this enacted when the boargod, a kind of angry, revengeful spirit enters the body
of the boar, driving him wild. It can also be seen when
the wolf-gods attack Iron Town. The kodama, the
spirits of the trees, also reflect genuine Shintoist belief.
As in Shintoism, though their being is of a different
nature than that of humans, they are nonetheless real
and able to influence human life.
The shishigami too reflects Shinto belief, and it is
not surprising to see him being depicted as a nature
god. In doing so, Miyazaki seems to revert to the oldest
myths wherein certain nature gods were supreme. Thus,
the shishigami is shown as the god of the forest, a being
endowed with supernatural power. At the same time,
here too Miyazaki subverts traditional belief, or, at
least, to push this idea of the shishigami as the supreme
god beyond traditional Shintoist belief. Thus, we see
that he is able not only to invest nature with new life,
but also, though susceptible to death, to rise and begin
life anew.
During the day the shishigami appears as a stag, an
animal that is often depicted in western mythology and
art as trampling on the serpent. “The stag,” writes J.C.
Cooper, “is pre-eminently a solar symbol, at war with
the clothonic serpent” (216). Now, although Miyazaki
does not see good and evil in stark opposition, his
depiction of the stag fits this observation. In the film,
when the stag first appears, it is noticeable that he is
surrounded by bright light, in direct contrast to the dark
colors used in portraying Iron Town. This association
of the stag with the sun fits closely into Japanese
mythology, since the sun, called Amaterasu, was often
seen as a goddess.
There is still another point to consider. Ashitaka is
a prince of the Emishi. The Emishi are depicted as a
dying race, their culture and customs slowly giving way
to the changes taking place in society. These people, we
can surmise, represent the Ainu, the northernmost tribe
in Japan, living now mainly in Hokkaido, who have
had, and still experience, a certain amount of prejudice,
since racially they differ from mainland Japanese. This,
again, can be seen as a subversive element in the film,
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since we would expect the hero to belong to the main
culture of the Japanese archipelago; instead, he is an
Emishi.
Now, if we follow geographically the basic plot of
the story, we realize that the action begins in northern
Japan, either in Hokkaido, or in Shirakami, a
mountainous area in northern Honshu, famous for its
primeval beech forest. Then, in order to find a cure for
the curse laid upon him, Ashitaka must travel in a
westernly direction. If we see Japan in terms of the
earth’s natural contour, we realize that the islands of the
country extend in a kind of diagonal direction, from
east to west. Passing down the western part of the
country, towards the central section, where the Yamato
kingdom was located, the first notable place he comes
to is Iron Town. (This would be in the vicinity of
present-day Okuizumo, close to Matsue City, in
Shimane Prefecture, in southwest Honshu, where steel
manufacturing was carried out many years ago.)
Another locale that can be mentioned is Yakushima
Island, where there is a laurel forest and many yakusugi
trees. This island is located within Kyushu, the
southernmost island in Japan. It is possibly the place
where the boar-gods have come from. What all this tells
us is that the scope of the animation is vast,
encapsulating a wide panorama that includes a history,
geography, mythology, and theology, very closely
related to Japan and Japanese life. We also sense that
the tendency to denaturalize the landscape so vividly
portrayed in the animation is something that will most
likely worsen throughout the country with the passage
of time.
This same wide breath of vision can be said of
Miyazaki’s depiction of the shishigami. Perhaps the
most startling factor of this mysterious creature is his
face; it is the face of a human, one, however, that is
incongruous; it is smiling, but it is also red, the color of
blood. It also looks directly outwards towards the
viewer, as if it were pleading: You can see my beauty
and vitality. Why, then, do you victimize me? This
human aspect of the shishigami is further reinforced by
his translucent shape: as Night Walker, the shishigami
is transfigured into a detarabotchi, walking upright as a
human and with humanlike limbs. This, again, is a
subversion, for the shishigami is depicted as a kind of
amalgam; he is at the same time a god, an animal, and a
human. This is far beyond anything yet imagined in
Shintoist mythology and belief. This last observation
calls for further comment.
Surprising as it may seem, certain elements in the
animation seem to echo events in the life of Jesus,
particularly his Passion and Resurrection. The behavior
of the priest Jiko, who acts as a kind of Judas,
reinforces this idea. When he first meets Ashitaka, he
befriends him. However, he gives the impression that he
is not beyond using people for his own advantage. It is

he who, ultimately, leads Lady Eboshi to the
shishigami, thus allowing her the opportunity to kill
him. More significantly, it is the resurrection of the
shishigami that most closely resembles the experience
of Jesus, the only difference being that the shishigami
will experience lasting death if he does not find his head
within the space of a day. In any case, the relationship
between the shishigami and Jesus—if such a
relationship can be postulated—would be Miyazakis
most extreme subversion of traditional Japanese belief.
The Lord of the Rings
When we turn to The Lord of the Rings, we come
to realize that it rests on a different source, Scripture.
This is most clearly seen in The Silmarillion (1997),
Tolkien’s mythological account of the creation of
Middle-earth and the source and inspiration of the
novel.
In writing The Silmarillion, as well as The Lord of
the Rings, Tolkien’s problem was to create a mythology
that was different from the biblical account, and yet one
that expressed beliefs that coincided with his personal
faith. He is certainly able to do this when he writes
about subsidiary matters, such as the way Eru created
the world (through the Valar and music), or the creation
of the three Silmarilli, or that of the Two Trees.
However when he deals with more basic matters, such
as the essential nature of Eru (His love and goodness),
or the origin of evil, or the way good and evil oppose
each other, Tolkien’s indebtedness to the Bible
becomes obvious. Eru is hardly different from the
biblical God, just as the Valar are hardly different from
the angels. Valinor, the Blessed Realm, is like heaven,
just as Middle-earth is like our world. The rebellion of
some of the Valar matches closely the revolt of the bad
angels in Scripture, Melkor having the same base
motives as Lucifer, while Manwe fulfills the role given
to the angel Michael.
All this has a direct bearing on the stories in The
Lord of the Rings. Although Tolkien repeatedly denied
that his novel had any allegorical meanings,
nevertheless, we are able to see that behind all the
mythology and history of Middle-earth, there is a great
deal of representation at work. Nothing, for instance,
happens by chance; a divine providence guides those
who are good, just as it opposes those who are evil.
Thus Frodo is chosen by a higher, unseen power as the
Ringbearer. Gandalf too has been chosen as a guide to
help the Fellowship in their struggle with evil, mainly in
the form of Sauron, a Valar who was seduced by
Melkor early in the First Age, but also of Saruman, an
Istari like Gandalf, but who later became corrupted by
his love of wealth and power.10 Galadriel, Queen of
Lorien and helper of the Fellowship, has affinities with
the Virgin Mary. We can see Aragorn also in this light;
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another leader meant to guide the Fellowship and to
establish a kingdom at the beginning of the Fourth Age,
he is a clear embodiment of the kind of good king
idealized in the Old Testament. We see, furthermore,
how supernatural gifts are also periodically provided to
the Fellowship to help them in their journey: miruvoir, a
drink giving new strength of heart; various magical
swords and protective armor; lembas (or waybread,
akin to the manna given to the Jews as they wandered in
the desert); magical rope; the crystal phial containing
the light of Earendil’s star that Galadriel gives to Frodo;
and so on. Also, as in Scripture, throughout the story
evil is made to work for good, as can be seen most
dramatically when Gollum snatches the Ring from
Frodo’s finger and falls into Mount Doom, thereby
accomplishing what the Fellowship had set out to do,
destroy Sauron’s power. As the penultimate and
ultimate sections of the novel show, however—here too
Tolkien and Miyazaki show another similarity—the
future of Middle-earth cannot be seen too
optimistically. As Miyazaki demonstrates in his
animation, there is no clear-cut victory for one force or
another. Thus, in the novel, there is no guarantee that
someone like Sauron, and his at-one-time lieutenant,
Saruman, will not threaten both men and hobbits in the
future.
Conclusion
Needless to say, the religious backgrounds of
Miyazaki and Tolkien differ: one giving a great amount
of credence to Japanese beliefs; the other showing the
influence of his Christian faith. Their respective beliefs
are also based on different philosophical
presuppositions. Tolkien follows the thinking of
Augustine and Aquinas. He would argue that the being
of God, while being distinct from that of creatures, is
nevertheless in some ways similar. God is His own
being, whereas finite things have their being by way of
sharing or participation (Colliers Encyclopedia, 11,
183). Miyazaki, consistent with Shintoist faith, favors a
more pantheistic kind of creed, God being identified
with the universe and, conversely, the universe with
God.
Each respective work, Mononoke and The Lord of
the Rings, shows us, moreover, that the focus of each
author is different. Miyazakis interest is mostly
ecological: he wants to impress on us the beauty,
violence, power, and fragility of nature, and the
importance of maintaining a good relationship with all
created beings. Unlike Miyazaki, who shows that evil
and good are not always so distinct—Lady Eboshi, for
example, does cut down the forest, but she is also very
charitable to the poor and sick—Tolkien’s concern is to
differentiate good from evil in the strongest possible
way. The principal battle in the novel is that between

the forces of good and those of evil, evil being seen as a
powerful cosmic force bent on destroying Gods work
(Ephesians 6:11-13). At the same time, Tolkien is also
deeply interested in ecology. Tom Bombadil,
representative of nature itself, plays an important role in
the story, since it is he who rescues Frodo from the
clutches of Old Man Willow and, later, the barrowwrights. The Ents role is no less vital. When they see
how Saruman is devastating the forest, they move
against him, and eventually destroy his stronghold at
Isengard. (As Jane Chance says, appropriately, the treekiller Saruman is overcome by trees 75). Destroying
nature, Tolkien seems to say, ultimately works to mans
detriment.
Although the genre of each work is different, a
comparison between them brings to light the focal
concerns of each artist. Besides learning of the cultural
and theological beliefs underpinning each work, we are
also able to see that they compare closely with each
other in their concern for the environment. Both men
question the progress brought about by machines and
technology, making us think about the losses man
incurs when he destroys the earth. Both also show the
error in thinking that we live independent of nature. As
Stephan Covey argues, all nature is interdependent . . .
there is an ecological system that governs nature,
including society (49). Neither artist, furthermore,
allows us a settled position. Sans ferocity, we can
suppose, will cause Eboshi to think about her
ruthlessness in destroying the forest; at the same time,
Iron Town does continue to exist, which is to say,
industrialism will continue to wreck havoc on nature.
Tolkien also ends his novel on a dubious note, with
Gandalf, the Elves, and Frodo heading for a safer
refuge than Middle-earth can afford. As previously
mentioned, there is no guarantee that another Sauron
may not rise again.
Both artists also show that the way humans relate
to nature is a sign of their spiritual condition. Each
work, ultimately, argues in the strongest possible terms
that mans future survival depends on he way he regards
nature. If he uses it merely for his own selfish purposes,
it will turn against him; on the other hand, although
protecting and nurturing the earth will not solve all
mankind’s problems, it will certainly make an
improvement on the quality of human life.
Notes
1. The American version, Princess Mononoke, was
released in 1999.
2. The Epic of Gilgamesh is a poem, divided into
twelve cantos. In the first canto, Gilgamesh, the
king of Uruk, disturbs the citizens by his violence
and lust. Because of this, they ask the gods for aid.
Aruru creates Enkidu, who lives in a state of nature
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with the wild beasts. Gilgamesh hears of this and
sends a prostitute to seduce him. After this
experience Enkidu loses his wildness and becomes
a dweller of Uruk and a close friend of Gilgamesh.
(See John L. McKenzie, Dictionary of the Bible
311.)
3. Ashitaka is a warrior-prince of the Emishi, a northern
tribe very likely related to the Ainu, aboriginal
people of Japan. (See McCarthy 191-2.) In the
scenes where he appears, his skill with the bow, his
courage and horsemanship (or, better,
deermanship, since he rides a deer, rather than a
horse) become apparent. Here Miyazaki draws on
Buddhist practice, as can be seen in its concept of
the bushi, the warrior, or samurai, as well as
bushido, the samurai code of chivalry. Bushido
dedicated itself to horsemanship, archery,
swordsmanship, and leadership of men, and placed
great value on austerity of lifestyle (A Spiritual
Tapestry 57). The concept originated in feudal
Japan. It refers to the code of the samurai, which
places great value on unqualified loyalty and
obedience, while valuing honor above life.
4. Tatari is the Japanese word for curse or evil spell.
Miyazaki may deliberately be trying to link the
cursed god with Iron Town, this place being a kind
of curse on the earth. At the same time, in one part
of the video we see Ashitaka, certainly a model of
good behavior, joining the women in making iron,
an action that fits Miyazakis idea that good and
evil should not be seen in terms of total distinction.
(Iron Town is not evil, though it destroys nature.)
Interestingly enough, since early times there has
been a peculiar steel manufacturing method in
Japan called tatara. It required a large amount of
charcoal and iron sand. A great deal of tatara was
done in the Okuizumo district of western Japan
where these materials were plentiful.
In his study of the forests of Japan, Conrad Totman
writes about this. The medieval period witnessed a
great increase in demand for hardwood charcoal.
Only it could generate the intense heat that forged
swords for the flourishing armies of samurai. The
manufacture of other weapons—armor, spear
points, arrowheads, daggers, and eventually
arquebuses and cannons—the iron tools and
equipment of commoner life, and the cast bells,
lanterns and other implements of monumental
architecture also consumed charcoal (The Green
Archipelago:Forestry in Preindustrial Japan 43).
5. The term Yamato (now Nara Prefecture) refers to the
centralized bureaucratic state that came into being
with the Taika Reform of 645 [or even as early as]
the first half of the 3rd century . . . sometime in the
3rd or 4th century a local chieftan based in Yamato
subdued neighboring chieftans and achieved a

measure of political unity in central Honshu.
Gradually the Yamato leader extended his rule to
include more northern parts of Japan. He did not
rule a state in the modern sense (Kodansha
Encyclopedia of Japan, 8, 308).
6. One of the most powerful of the warlords, Oda
Nobunaga, gradually began to unite the country
with his capture of the capital, Kyoto, in 1568, and
his success in overthrowing the Muromachi
Shogunate, in 1573, thus depriving the emperor of
any real power.
7. The word shishi in Japanese can be translated as wild
boar, or lion. However, there is a dance—still
performed in northern Japan—called shishi odori,
the deer dance. Miyazaki may have become
familiar with this dance, since he depicts the
shishigami as having the body of a deer. Also,
traditionally the shishi odori was performed in
order to avert evil. When the head of the shishgami
is renunited to its body, evil is averted, and the
various warring factions are at peace, at least,
temporarily.
8. It is interesting to note that the ones who help the
shishigami find its head are the children, San and
Ashitaka. This accords with several of Miyazakis
other films. In Tonari no Totoro (My Neighbor
Totoro, 1988), for example, it is only to two young
girls, sisters to each other, that the spirits of nature
(the totori) appear. Children, the pure in heart,
Miyazaki seems to be saying, are more in tune with
the world of the supernatural than are adults, or, if
least can be said, are pure enough in heart to merit
contact with the spiritual world.
9. The term Shintoo first appeared in the Nihonshoki,
or Chronicles of Japan (edited in A.C. 720). In its
most primitive stage, Shinto worship was confined
to natural phenomena. Later—and this is the
tradition that we see enacted in Mononoke—the
idea of spirits and demons entered Shinto. (See
New Catholic Encyclopedia, 13, 86.)
10. The [Istari were] five (or more) beings sent to
Middle-earth by the Valar about TA 1000 to unite
and counsel the Free People in their struggles
against Sauron. They were forbidden to dominate
the peoples of Middle-earth or to match Sauron’s
power with power. When Saruman, the greatest of
the Wizards, disobeyed this injunction, he was cast
from the order and banished from Valinor. At the
end of the third Age the Istari passed from sight,
for with the fall of Sauron their work was done.
Gandalf passed over the Sea with the Last Riding
of the Keepers of the rings, and the other surviving
Istari may also have returned to the West (Foster
276).
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The Three Faces of Fairy: Finding Tolkien in Harry Potter
Scott P. Johnson and Alesha D. Seroczynski

Famously known for Hobbits and Rings, J.R.R.
Tolkien produced a variety of scholarly works including
the important essay “On Fairy-Stories.” 1 In “Tree and
Leaf” (now included in The Tolkien Reader), this essay
denotes the “Tree” (the theoretical structure) in which
Tolkien discusses the origin of fairy-stories as standing
independent from history and culture. 2 For Tolkien, the
world of Fairy as a literary genre addresses, while
transcending, the zeitgeist of any given time. At one
point, he divides fairy-stories into three “faces: the
Mystical towards the Supernatural; the Magical towards
Nature; and the Mirror of scorn and pity towards Man”
(52). Given the transcendent nature of Tolkien’s ideas,
they can (and ought) be applied to any body of fairy
literature, not simply works written for Tolkien’s own
generation. With that in mind, we believe that the
novels of J.K. Rowling provide an excellent venue for
just such a comparison, as they exemplify Tolkien’s
criteria for fairy stories. Therefore, the purpose of this
paper is to examine Tolkien’s three faces of fairy
against the Harry Potter novels and critically evaluate
messages Rowling propounds concerning nature,
humankind, and the supernatural.
For Tolkien, the “essential face” of fairy is the
Magical towards Nature. This literary device of
amplifying aspects of the natural world through
unnatural means makes fairy stories essentially magical.
Tolkien asserts that when most people think of fairy,
this is often the only dimension considered. In Harry
Potter, we find Rowling masterfully crafting a world
that defies the natural logic and reason of the real
world: wands open locked doors, cook meals, and
illuminate the darkness like a torch (or flashlight);
portraits speak, fireplaces transport and staircases
move; cars fly, willows whip and rusty armor sings.
Any and all things material have the potential to be
magical which redefines the boundaries of nature: the

plain-old world becomes fantastic again. Tolkien insists
that fairy-stories have “a mythical effect”:
[T]hey open a door on Other Time, and if we
pass through, though only for a moment, we
stand outside our own time, outside Time
itself, maybe.
If we pause, not merely to note that such old
[i.e., ancient mythical] elements have been
preserved, but to think how they have been
preserved, we must conclude, I think, that it
has happened, often if not always, precisely
because of this literary effect. (56)
In like manner, Rowling enables her readers to
transcend Time, and to imagine, if only for a moment,
that other Times might exist simultaneously with our
own. It is her creative use of ancient themes (centaurs
and unicorns) and literary magic (the turning of the
natural world on its ear), that fosters this process for the
reader. If you are familiar with her work, you can see
where we are headed: while Tolkien’s Hobbit-world
lies in some distant, pre-historical era, Rowling creates
Potter-world in which a pre-Modern, magical world
coexists alongside the Modern “normal” world. This
inventiveness scores in quidditch: the most exciting
athletic invention of the 20th century. Quidditch is
Rowling’s creative combination of basketball, hockey,
soccer and—of course—flight. Each ball (of four) has a
specific function; only one of the balls (the Quaffle) is
engaged in a manner consistent with Modern sports. 3
The two Bludgers independently attack the players, who
must be vigilant to prevent personal injury. Each player,
as in Modern sports, has a specific task; yet, unlike our
sports, males and females play equally. Once the match
begins, it happens (in a matter of speaking) outside of
time. It can only end by snatching the Golden Snitch;
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there are no periods of play or other temporal means of
artificially controlling or limiting game play (other than
a referee’s brief interruptions). 4
Quidditch also affords Rowling the opportunity to
address issues more serious than sport. She uses these
magical sporting venues to address social issues that fall
under the rubric of the second face of fairy: the Mirror
of scorn and pity towards Man. Tolkien remarks that
the “fairy-story may be used as a Mirour de l’Omme” in
which “the whole field of man’s religious and moral
nature [is] to set forth the purposes of Providence in
dealing with him, to describe the various degrees of
society and the faults specially chargeable to each class
of men, and finally, to explain the method which should
be followed by man in order to reconcile himself to the
God whom he has offended by his sin.” 5
According to Tolkien, the degree to which scorn
and pity appear in fairy depends on the story-teller; and
Rowling has opted for a widely encompassing mirror.
Unlike C.S. Lewis, who saved much of his critique of
humanity for the later Narnia pieces (e.g., The Silver
Chair and The Last Battle), Rowling’s mirror is
unveiled early and both broadens in scope and
intensifies in degree with each novel. The first book,
Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone, 6 contrasts
muggles (humans without magical powers) to the
wizarding community. It presents a virtue-centered, preModern worldview which denounces the dangers of
materialistic, narrow-minded reductionism. For
example, Modern commercialism takes a hit in chapter
two of the first book when Dudley (Harry’s cousin)
receives thirty-seven birthday gifts, including a second
television, a new computer, sixteen new computer
games, a video-camera and player, and a gold
wristwatch. A tantrum follows Dudley’s count of the
unopened gifts due to the fact that he received fewer
presents than the previous year. Aunt Petunia promises
another two presents to mollify him. “Little tyke wants
his money’s worth, just like his father. ‘Atta boy,
Dudley!’” says Uncle Vernon (20-21). Here Rowling is
suggesting that for the materialist, the quality of the gift
is subordinate to the quantity.
Contrarily, Christmas at Hogwarts reveals a true
understanding of the meaning of gift-giving: Harry, who
historically received insulting gifts (if any at all) from
the Dursleys, receives his first meaningful gifts: a handmade, wooden flute from Hagrid, Hogwart’s
gamekeeper; a box of home-made fudge and a handknit, emerald green sweater (“to match [his] eyes”)
from his Ron Weasley’s mother; a large box of a
favorite candy from fellow-student, Hermione; and his
father’s invisibility cloak from an anonymous giver with
a card enclosed that reads, “Your father left this in my
possession before he died. It is time it was returned to
you. Use it well. A Very Merry Christmas to you.” The
selfless love expressed in personal, home-made gifts

and heirloom treasures reveals a virtuous commitment
to the expression of wholesome Christmas sentiment
over a torrent of self-serving, for-accumulation-only
toys. To make the contrast most apparent, Harry also
received one other gift: a fifty-pence piece from the
Dursleys: “We received your message and enclose your
Christmas present. From Uncle Vernon and Aunt
Petunia” (147-48).
This deliberate disregard for the mass accumulation
of modern luxuries—wooden flutes and woolen
sweaters—is very interesting. Like Lewis and Tolkien,
Rowling has created a culture that has no use for, and
places no value upon, electronic devices. This is
perhaps her most subtle critique of Modernity, and
possibly her most significant. In an era inundated with
electronic-mediated entertainment, Rowling’s books
draw readers in by the millions. On the first day of its
release, Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix, her
fifth installment, sold five million copies (double the
annual sales of last year’s best-selling novel); within
the summer quarter, sales had reached a staggering
eleven million books (Business Digest and Publisher’s
Weekly, respectively). Ironically, Rowling’s world also
places more emphasis on the written word than any
other form of communication. There is no e-mail, no
cell phone, and no palm pilot at Hogwarts;
communication occurs largely by (now don’t faint)
handwritten letter with quill and ink; occasionally faceto-face conversations via the fireplace and a dash of
floo powder are used in emergency situations. We don’t
find students using laptops—they actually have to write
all their homework out by hand on scrolls of parchment.
Surreptitiously, Rowling is espousing values that have
been all but lost in today’s world of instant
communication gratification. Neil Postman would be
proud.
Rowling’s primary example of luxury-oriented,
Modern-world muggles—the Dursleys—are egotistical,
obnoxious, belligerent, and unidimensional (to merely
scratch the surface of their inglorious characters). In
fact, there are only four muggles mentioned in the first
five books who value the magical world thus far: the
parents of Hermione, of whom we know little besides
their dentistry occupations and penchant for summer
vacations; and the parents of Lily Potter (Harry’s
mother), of whom we know nothing. 7 In contrast, the
characters within the wizarding world come in
spectacular shades of multidimensionality. But this
should come as no surprise; as “benefactors” of our
mass-commercialized society, Moderns are expected to
act in bedazzled uniformity, reduced to the leastcommon denominator, much as we find in the Dursley
family. Rowling may be suggesting, in Huxlean fashion,
that the only way to recoup our individuality is to shed
the burdens of modernity and recover a pre-modern
worldview.

The Three Faces of Fairy: Finding Tolkien in Harry Potter ● Johnson and Seroczynski

At the very least, she recognizes and mocks the
dangers of reductionism and materialism brought on by
the modern era. C.S. Lewis, too, recognized these
dangers. In his critique of the educational system, Lewis
claimed that by educating the intellect only and not the
heart (i.e., emotion) we were removing the necessary
and essential, virtue-processing organs that make
humanity human. “We make men without chests,” he
wrote in The Abolition of Man, “and expect of them
virtue and enterprise. We laugh at honour and are
shocked to find traitors in our midst” (35). Later, he
claimed that “perhaps . . . analytical understanding must
always be a basilisk which kills what it sees and only
sees by killing” (90). Rowling, like Lewis, explores the
implications of Modernism by creating the Dursleys—
the quintessential empty-chested family, bereft of virtue
and creativity. 8
One other reflection of humanity that Rowling
critiques but has received little attention from published
authors is the use and abuse of power. Related to this
theme is her more obvious criticism of racism. We see
this as early as Philosopher’s Stone in the form of
Harry’s peer and nemesis, Draco Malfoy, who comes
from a pure-blood wizard family and criticizes Harry
for not wanting to join the House of Slytherin (i.e., the
house of power). In Chamber of Secrets, Draco
denounces Hermione for being a mudblood (a
pejorative term for a wizard descended from muggle
parents). In fact, one of the central plots revolves
around the presence of mudbloods at Hogwarts, and the
intent of the villain, Lord Voldemort, to rid the school
of the “half-breeds.” 9 Another dysfunctional family unit
is the Crouch father and son. Barty Crouch, Sr., holds a
prestigious office at the highest governing institution in
the wizarding world, the Ministry of Magic. Clearly
power-hungry, he refuses to recognize the existence of
the evil Lord Voldemort for fear of losing his Ministry
position. We learn at the end of Goblet of Fire that
Crouch, Sr., had turned his own son (Barty, Jr.) over to
the Prison of Azkaban in order to save his professional
future. This is the ultimate sacrifice of family at the
altar of career, and Rowling makes clear that this
decision cost Crouch, Sr., dearly. The revenge of
Crouch, Jr., on his father is catastrophic and leads
inexorably to the demise of both parties. Incidentally,
we find it fascinating that the only Jr./Sr. father/son
combination in all five novels has this kind of
relationship; not surprisingly, they are a pure-blood
family. Rowling certainly seems to be warning her
readers about the dangers of placing career above
family, and bloodline above social equality.
Finally, Tolkien’s third face of fairy (the Mystical
toward the Supernatural) addresses the use of myth and
magic as a story-teller’s medium for the conveyance of
supernatural themes. It is ironic that Rowling has been
most criticized for this component of her writing by

members of the Christian community. 10 Some
evangelical critics of Rowling claim that she is
supplanting “the Christian true story” with a “Christless
cosmology which substitutes occultism as the new
frame of reference for its hero and an entire generation
of readers” (Lentini 20). Rather, it is our belief that
Rowling’s fairy-tale is replete with (understated)
Christological significance, and vigorously engaged in a
critique of Modern humanity. We find her work to be
more reflective of a Christian perspective than that of a
secular or wiccan perspective, and even apparently nonChristian writers, such as Jack Zipes, recognize this:
“The strange controversy surrounding the Harry Potter
books caused by conservatives, even though the works
are clearly didactic and moralistic and preach against
the evil use of magic. . . . Perhaps if Harry were seen as
a Christian knight (which he actually is), he might be
pardoned for his magical sins” (174). 11
Rowling’s worldview manifests itself in recurrent
themes like selfless living, sacrificial death (symbolic or
literal) and miraculous salvation. These literary devices
(made mystical through the true myth of Christianity)
reveal Tolkien’s idea of the “eucatastrophe”:
I coined the word ‘eucatastrophe’: the sudden
happy turn in a story which pierces you with a
joy that brings tears (which I argued it is the
highest function of fairy-stories to produce).
. . . It perceives—if the story has literary
‘truth’ on the second [worldly] plane . . . that
this is indeed how things really do work in the
Great World for which our nature is made. . . .
[T]he Resurrection was the greatest
‘eucatastrophe’ possible in the greatest Fairy
Story. . . . Man the story-teller would have to
be redeemed in a manner consonant with his
nature: by a moving story. But since the author
of it is the supreme Artist and the Author of
Reality, this one was also made to Be, to be
true on the Primary Plane. So that in the
Primary Miracle (the Resurrection) . . . you
have not only that sudden glimpse of the truth
behind the apparent . . . world, but a glimpse
that is actually a ray of light through the very
chinks of the universe about us. (Letters 10001)
The “eucatastrophe” (further defined as “joy of the
happy ending,” “a sudden and miraculous grace,” “joy
of deliverance” (Fairy-Stories 86)) is particularly
evident at the conclusion of each of the first four Potter
books, each time leaving the reader with a sense of
virtuous action, moral truth and heroic redemption in
the face of certain self-destruction. 12 John Granger, in
The Hidden Key to Harry Potter, demonstrates that the
second book—Chamber of Secrets—is the most
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Christologically rich of the five books published thus
far.
In his essay “Fairy Stories,” Lewis also shares his
glimpse of the eternal truths revealed in fantasy
literature:
I thought I saw how [fairy] stories . . . could
steal past a certain inhibition which had
paralysed much of my own religion in
childhood. Why did one find it so hard to feel
as one was told one ought to feel about God or
about the sufferings of Christ? I thought the
chief reason was that one was told one ought
to. An obligation to feel can freeze feelings.
. . . But supposing that by casting all these
things into an imaginary world, stripping them
of their stained-glass and Sunday school
associations, one could make them for the first
time appear in their real potency? Could one
not thus steal past those watchful dragons? I
thought one could. . . . (Of Other Worlds 37-8)
Connie Neal, in her book The Gospel According to
Harry Potter, describes her experience of leading her
neighbors to salvation in Christ through the redemptive
story of the first book, Philosopher’s Stone. 13 In
another paper, we explore the “redemptive analogy” 14
of Potter-world in the allegorical nature of Harry as a
“type” of Christ. To briefly illustrate this redemptive
analogy with one of hundreds of allusions to the
Gospel, toward the end of Philosopher’s Stone, Harry,
Hermione and Ron descend through the trapdoor into
the “Devil’s Snare”—a plant that prefers the dark—
which ensnares them. What frees them from their
bondage? Light! What a magnificent literary allusion to
John’s Gospel: “The Word was the real light . . . and
light shines in darkness, and darkness could not
overpower it” (Jn 1: 9, 5).
Lewis cautions that fairy tales do not satisfy or
speak to all readers:
The Fantastic or Mythical is a Mode available
at all ages for some readers; for others, at
none. At all ages, if it is well used by the
author and meets the right reader, it has the
same power: to generalize while remaining
concrete, to present in palpable form not
concepts or even experiences but whole
classes of experience, and to throw off
irrelevancies. But at its best it can do more; it
can give us experiences we have never had
and thus, instead of ‘commenting on life,’ can
add to it. (38)

the Potter books, and those who vilify them? is an
interesting question. Can Harry Potter, much like Aslan,
provide a model of salvation for both children and
adults? We think so.
Rowling is said to have remarked that she did not
write these books specifically for children; and that she
did not read them to her daughter until she reached an
age mature enough to handle the themes. One of the
persistent mature motifs among all five Harry Potter
novels is the fragility of life and the higher calling to be
virtuous in the face of death. In the first chapter of the
first book, we learn of the attempted murder of Harry
and the actual death of his parents. Later in that book,
Harry learns of the tragic circumstances surrounding his
parents’ death and grieves the loss of his mother and
father, most poignantly felt at the Mirror of Erised (i.e.,
desire). This process of grief and reconciliation to his
history is thematic for all five novels. 15 Rowling
succeeds at writing a true fairy tale: we find an
incarnation of a marvelous world, which is parallel to
(and critical) of our own, where characters participate
in a selfless, passionate spiritual journey.
While many have complained about these mature
themes, Tolkien seems to honor and encourage them,
helping us see their role in understanding our zeitgeist
in the post-Christ era of humanity:
God is the Lord, of angels, and of men—and
of elves. Legend and History have met and
fused. But in God’s kingdom the presence of
the greatest does not depress the small.
Redeemed Man is still man. Story, fantasy,
still go on, and should go on. The Evangelium
has not abrogated legends; it has hallowed
them, especially the ‘happy ending’. The
Christian has still to work, with mind as well
as body, to suffer, hope, and die; but he may
now perceive that all his bents and faculties
have a purpose, which can be redeemed.
(Tree, 72)
Harry Potter is teaching us “to work, with mind as
well as body, to suffer, hope, and die.” And why?
Because Rowling has crafted the antithetic Modern, a
21st Century redemptive analogy. She speaks to us at
the level of virtue-building, commitment to a noble
principle, and staring death in the face while attempting
to do the right thing. Potter-world is full of myth and
magic: at the level of nature, the level of social critique,
and the supernatural level of announcing that the
Kingdom of God is at hand. Potter-world is worth
appreciating.
Notes

How much of this is at the root of the great divide
between Christian writers who admire and recommend

1

This essay was written in 1938 (as the Lord of the
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Rings began to be written) and first presented as an
Andrew Lang Lecture at the University of St.
Andrews. It was later published in the collection
Essays Presented to Charles Williams (Oxford
University Press) in 1947.
2
The “leaf” is the story Leaf by Niggle in the same
collection.
3
It has only a minor spell on it to slow its fall to earth if
dropped by a player.
4
Quidditch matches, by the way, have been known to
continue for months.
5
This translates to the Mirror of Mankind, a reference
to an early Renaissance work by John Gower,
found at Bartleby.com’s Great Books Online
website: http://www.bartleby.com/212/0603.html.
We believe that citing Gower here is Tolkien’s way
of linking the spiritual (the third face) with the
moral responsibility toward society (of the second).
6
We are choosing to use the British title, since it speaks
to the accurate, historical roots of the “stone.”
7
In an interesting side note, Hermione’s buckteeth are
not corrected by braces (i.e. modern devices), but
by a bit of clever thinking and some anti-growth
potion from the Hogwarts hospital wing (i.e.,
premodern ingenuity).
8
Incidentally, it is a basilisk summoned by Rowling’s
villain, Voldemort, in Chamber of Secrets, that
robs the heroes of reason and life.
9
Voldemort, incidentally, is a half-breed himself, and is
consumed by anger toward the father who
abandoned him.
10
Focus on the Family’s Citizen Magazine and Richard
Abanes are two sources of strong anti-Potter
writings.
11
Zipes, who clearly doesn’t like Potter, later says:
“Goodness is doing unto others what you would
like done to you, and Harry and his friends are
gentle Christian souls” (182)!
12
It is our belief that the lack of “eucatastrophe” in
Order of the Phoenix is intentional.
13
It is worth quoting her at length regarding Harry as
an appropriate role model:
So Harry Potter is a model of a young person
on a quest to find out who he truly is and
where he truly belongs. He is chosen to be in
Gryffindor, and he chooses to be there. He
longs to be good while struggling with certain
traits that seem to have more in common with
the evil one than with heroes on the side of
good. He must constantly be on guard against
an evil adversary, who is deceptive and
deadly. Above all, he must resist evil
regardless of how weak he feels. He is
discovering that he does have courage. He is a
Seeker in more ways than one; he seeks truth,
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and he seeks to right wrongs and overturn
injustice. He is not alone, not even when he
seems to stand alone in his battle against the
evil one. He is humble enough to call out for
help and brave enough to make good use of
the help he receives. He is in the process of
discovering he has some unique talents, but
also learning that he cannot get by without the
help and unique talents of his friends. He does
not know what destiny holds for him, but he
knows his heritage, he knows the house where
he belongs, and he is determined to resist evil.
I don’t know how you see it, but that sounds
like a pretty good illustration of the Christian
life to me. (189-90)
This term was coined by Don Richardson in Peace
Child (Glendale, CA: Regal Books, 1981).
A later example of a mature theme is the state in
which we find Harry at the beginning of Order of
the Phoenix. Having survived the encounter with
Voldemort in Goblet of Fire by an act of
“salvation” provided by his parents and a
supernatural interaction of his and Voldemort’s
wands (both of which contain, by the way, a feather
from Fawkes, the Phoenix), Harry—feeling
responsible for the death of Cedric Diggory—is
depressed and angry.
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The Magic Makes all the Difference: George MacDonald’s
Fairy Tales a Child’s-Eye View
Rachel Johnson

Introduction
So much has been written about the fairy tales of
George MacDonald, their meaning1, their possible
meaning2, how they differ from the moral tale prevalent
in the nineteenth century3, but, as often happens with
stories whose implied audience is the child, no-one asks
the children.
I have two young friends patient enough not
only to read some of MacDonald’s tales, but also to talk
to me about their reading. I chose the aspect of values
conveyed in the fairy tales and gave these children, let’s
call them Lizzie and David, two suggested areas to
think about while they were reading. They related to
good and bad characters and right and wrong
behaviour. These suggestions served to focus our
thoughts, particularly at the beginning of the discussion.
The general question of the use of fairy tales as a
tool for moral education has been addressed in depth
elsewhere4. Therefore, after a brief introduction
explaining the sense in which I have used the term
‘values’, the children’s responses will be the central
content of this paper. I will conclude with a short
analysis of their responses.
One of the characteristics of traditional fairytales is
their ability to hold attention because they address what
Bettelheim calls “the eternal questions,” for example,
“What is the world really like? How am I to
live my life in it?” (Bettelheim).
These traditional tales hold what Rosemary
Haughton describes as ‘folk sense,’ meaning a sense of
“what matters, what is lasting” and which “survives the
conditioning of civilization. This is the sense in which I
have used the term core values and it is these core
values that Lizzie, David and I discussed. Linda Hall
emphasises the “intrinsic value” of fairy tales to
engender thought on moral issues such as the
deceptiveness of appearances and the danger of judging

people according to superficial considerations. (e.g.
Beauty and the Beast).
Both Haughton5 and Zipes6 use the term counter
cultural in their respective discussions of traditional and
literary fairytales. They refer to tales that show a value
structure that opposes the accepted norm within which
society operates. Literary tales such as MacDonald’s
may do this in order to critique the society within which
they are written, but they also tap into the same strand
of ‘folk sense’, of ‘what matters’ that gives the
traditional tales that “magic and irreducibility.” (Hall)
So what did the children say? First of all, a
quotation from C.S. Lewis:
“A child is always thinking about those details
in a story which a grown-up regards as
indifferent.”
Lizzie
Lizzie was seven years old when she was first
introduced to George MacDonald’s writing. A
miniature, unabridged copy of The Light Princess with
illustrations by Arthur Hughes, is an attractive
proposition to a young, avid reader. It was not long
before the question ‘What else did he write?’ was
asked.
The Light Princess and other stories was her next
encounter with MacDonald, an obvious volume to
follow the single story, especially as it began with her
now familiar favourite. And so to the longer fairy tales,
The Princess and the Goblin and The Princess and
Curdie.
It was during a lengthy conversation with Lizzie,
that we came to rest on The Princess and the Goblin.
The conversation developed from a discussion about
how good and bad values are shown and can be
recognised in fairy tales, traditional, literary and
contemporary.
I offered her this story with the proviso that if she
really did not enjoy reading it she should stop. Lizzie
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was eight years old at the time. She not only enjoyed
reading the story but discussed it in the following way:
Lizzie began by pointing out that the story had
two sides,
“a real side and a magical side”
and went on to say that the mine in the story
was
“like a wall separating the magical from the
possible”.
Lizzie brought in examples of these two sides,
starting with the house on the mountainside. She
thought this “could have been true,” but the castle side
was more magical. She cited more examples from
among the characters in the story, separating the
Grandmother and the Goblins, “more fairytale like,”
from the Nurse and the King, “more real.” Lizzie
positioned the Princess somewhere in between as if she
had a foot in both camps, as indeed, she had. She didn’t
mention the soldiers or Curdie at this point, but using
her system, the soldiers would have fallen into the ‘real’
side, and Curdie in between like the Princess, but more
‘real’. This became clear as the discussion progressed.
Lizzie then began to talk more about the characters.
She began with the Princess and the Grandmother, who
she saw as good characters. She made this assessment
by looking at their attitude to and behaviour towards
other people. Curdie and the Nurse she thought were
not quite so clear-cut. “Basically they were good” was
Lizzie’s assessment, but she pointed out areas where
they lacked the ‘goodness’ of the Princess and the
Grandmother. That both of them disbelieved the
Princess’s account of the Grandmother was Lizzie’s
main point. She emphasised that Curdie was prepared to
believe in the Grandmother when he saw her, and said
she had thought about “how I would be in his position.”
On the other hand, Lizzie said
“The Nurse never believed in the
Grandmother and she was not at all prepared
to be aware there might be a Grandmother.”
In other words, the nurse’s closedness contrasted with
Curdie’s preparedness to consider the possibility.
Lizzie did not think there was enough about the
King to decide whether he was a good or a bad
character, and went straight on to the Goblins, who she
saw as “clear cut bad characters.” Again the criteria she
used was their behaviour towards other people. She
said,
“they were not even nice to each other.”

She also thought the goblin animals were bad and
backed this up by saying that she thought they had
deliberately caused Curdie to be lost by moving his
pickaxe in the mine, to which his guiding thread was
tied. I questioned this view, and asked her if she thought
they might have just been playing, found it and moved
it in the course of their game, but Lizzie still thought it
was a deliberate (successful) attempt to lose him. Lizzie
thought the mixture of the two sides, that is “the real”
and “the fairytale like” was “really good.” She also said
“the magic needs to make all the difference to
a story to be acceptable in a story.”
Lizzie thought the character that most showed both “the
real side” and “the magical side” was the Grandmother.
She thought the Grandmother
“could have fitted into a family, but the inside
of her was not quite real, it could be a bit
frightening.”
Lizzie also thought that the story
“still made you feel it was a fairytale—like
you were reading one, because he
(MacDonald) had the side if things that makes
you think.”
Lizzie’s approach to text The Princess and the
Goblin was systematic. She noted the two sides to the
story; the magical and the real, before moving on to
examine the characters. She had already initiated her
own criteria by which to assess the ‘goodness’ or
‘badness’ of the characters she met, by focusing on their
attitude and behaviour toward other characters, human
or otherwise.
This quickly led her into grey areas, in which
characters were more rounded, unlike most characters
in traditional tales and presented elements of both good
and bad in their behaviour. Lizzie singled out Curdie in
particular as being “basically good” but specified his
disbelief in the Grandmother’s existence as his main
problem. Lizzie recognised the Grandmother as the
most magical character, wholly good. In doing so,
Lizzie had tapped into the larger than life significance
of this character, who is part of a long tradition of ‘wise
women/fairy godmothers’ who, it has been suggested,
originate in the Sophia, or wisdom figure of ancient
literature7. Particularly perceptive was Lizzie’s
comment that she “could be a bit frightening,” that
goodness was not necessarily a comfortable sensation
when encountered by either the Princess or Curdie,
particularly Curdie, who was only “on the way to being
good.”8 Lizzie also recognised that Curdie’s behaviour
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toward the Princess was not entirely accepting and
trusting. He could not yet accept her word in the face of
his own as yet limited perceptions. This observation
again emphasised Lizzie’s benchmark of goodness, as
being measured by how a character behaved toward
those in need of protection or help without regard to her
own interest.
Lizzie’s last point, that “it was a fairy tale . . .
because (it) makes you think” is significant in that it
shows that Lizzie had perceived the fairy tale to be
something more than just an entertaining story but one
in which “more is meant than meets the ear,”9 and in
which there is more to be discovered if the reader or
listener is open to what has been described as “a fruitful
state of unease” (Lyons), a state in which s/he is more
likely to accept, in Lizzie’s terms, “being made to
think.”
David
David had not read any MacDonald prior to his
introduction to The Light Princess and other Fairy
Tales. We discussed the stories in a way that ranged
over all of them with particular emphasis on the
behaviour of the characters. David often crossreferenced his observations to other reading. As a
voracious and thoughtful reader with a preference for
fantasy literature this broadened and enriched our
discussion, which opened on The Light Princess. David
was 12 years old at the time of our discussion.
David’s first observation was that the story was less
stereotyped than traditional tales, that the characters
were less clear cut and simple and that “it was more like
a real life scenario.” David developed this by picking
out particular elements in the plot and separating them
from the characters, who were, on the surface, he
thought, traditional fairy tale characters. He cited King,
Queen, Princess, Bad Fairy and Prince. David picked
out the situation of the two parents’ concern over the
problems posed by their child as being the sort of basic
idea encountered in “real life.” David observed that the
characters were “more rounded,” that “good and bad
were still the same” (as in traditional tales), but that the
Princess had faults, whereas in traditional tales a
Princess figure equals ‘good’.
David thought the Bad Fairy had reasons for being
bad, such as her rejection by her family. He believed
that MacDonald wanted to get a message across, but did
it in a less simple, more subtle way than in traditional
tales. At this point in the discussion we moved further
into the story and the possible messages that it
contained.
David’s perception was that these were focused on
the Princess and the Prince. He saw the Princess as
“untouched by sadness and sorrow” until her meeting
with the Prince, which was “a meeting with reality.”

David thought this story contained more suspense than
the traditional tales in that it might not have had a
happy ending, the Prince almost drowned, it was
“almost too late and could have gone either way.”
David thought this suspense added interest. He thought
that the message of the story was that
“sacrifices have to be made. Though good
wins, it is at a price.”
David wondered if the Prince was a sort of Christ figure
in his willingness to die for someone else. He
emphasised that the Prince really was willing to die, as
he could not have known that he would be saved just as
he was about to drown.
David thought that this tale showed a maturation of
the fairy tale concept as it “included another dimension
with more real and believable detail.” This is the same
observation made earlier by Lizzie on her reading of
The Princess and the Goblin. He also thought that
though there was a moral, it was not overt in that the
reader’s mind was “channelled but not forced into
picking the moral up.” He commented that the story
could be read at a variety of levels, the reader taking
from it whatever s/he was able to. This perception fits
exactly MacDonald’s own expressed intention in his
writing of fairy tales.
‘Everyone, however, who feels the story, will
read its meaning after his own nature and
development . . .’10
We briefly discussed the humour in this story,
which David saw as expressing another of the story’s
levels. He thought the three Doctors were caricatures of
how those people who look at a problem from only one
viewpoint can be unaware of what may be involved as a
consequence of their suggestions. The caricature here is
of a blindness brought on by tunnel vision, “lacking any
kind of common sense,” as David put it.
David thought that in more modern tales, by which
he meant those more recent than the traditional tales,
characters were rarely stereotyped as wholly good or
bad. In his experience, he thought that though the
characters may have “changed position” and no longer
personified a value as they did in traditional tales, the
same values came through the story in the sense that
good was still portrayed as good and bad as bad. He
believed that it did not matter which character
demonstrated these traits. David pointed out that
“beauty could still be evil”
and that
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“good is to be recognised even when coming
from unusual sources”
and vice versa. This is a key point that is developed
again later in the discussion.
David thought that stories that focused on actions
meant that characters were
“not judged on first impressions,”
also that characters’ attitudes and how they dealt with
mistakes, was more indicative of what they were like.
He believed stories where
“actions are the essence”
were
“more realistic and you could relate to them.”
As an example of this, he cited the role of the King
and the Prince in a traditional fairy tale, where the
King, as father to the Princess, awaits the Prince who
will win her hand. In The Light Princess, he saw these
roles as the same, but taken further in the Prince’s
willingness to sacrifice himself to save the Princess’s
life. It was this ‘taking further’ in MacDonald’s story
that brought in the additional element of redemption,
where a character can change, or be changed. David
thought this option to choose to change was important.
The discussion with David was wide-ranging.
David again used behaviour toward other characters,
even those who were not wholly good, as the criterion
for deciding who was good, or rather, in a tale in which
most characters had elements of both good and bad,
who had more ‘good’ characteristics than others.
David emphasised the choice and effort involved in
making ‘right’ decisions. This is an aspect in which this
tale differs from the traditional tale in which the good
character appears to make the right decision
effortlessly, though it is still a choice, even if the
character has no idea what s/he stands to gain or lose by
that choice. The difference in effort made also came
across in his emphasis on the price paid by the Prince in
The Light Princess. Potentially he could have lost his
life and the sacrificial act was conscious and painful.
David drew examples from other stories he had read
and voiced the concept of good being expressed in
action explicitly when he referred to “character swaps,”
that is where traditionally good or bad characters
performed actions that did not traditionally go with
their persona. He gave the example of “good giants or
bad children.” In pointing out that despite these swaps,
the values that came through were still the same, that as
long as good was still portrayed as good and bad as
bad, this swap was not a problem. In observing this,

David exemplified Rohrich’s statement when he wrote
about ‘motifs of rectification’, or universal ideas of
what is right, Rohrich points out the problems which
may arise—“if you turn them upside down or change
their meaning, you have chaos.” This would happen if
the hero is shown “performing actions of destruction
rather than creation or solution” (Rohrich).
David’s firm belief that “actions are the essence”
was confirmed by the reaction of Lizzie in her equally
firm insistence that the criterion for distinguishing
between good and bad values lay in how the characters
treated others and not in who they were. They also
emphasised the importance of not calling good actions
and attitudes bad and vice versa, as they perceived the
danger of “confusion leading to chaos,” that could
result from such distortion.
Both children used the same criteria to decide
which character was good and which bad within a tale.
As Winston11 points out, the children’s own moral
values would inform the meaning of the text which they
examined, but they also included in the discussion their
own observations and experience of what was important
and what made a difference to them. The children
consistently reinforced the observation that
“compassion counts” (Tatar) and that how the
characters treated one another is “what matters”
(Haughton). So the core values, the sense of “what
matters, what is lasting and which survives the
conditioning of civilization” (Haughton) are, as
understood by Lizzie and David, vested in the actions
and attitudes of the characters. I believe this indicates
that their sense of “what matters” follows a deeper
stream of values than those found in the contemporary
socio-historic setting, though some contemporary
ideologies are inevitably absorbed into this deeper
stream.
I would like to end with a short piece by another
young reader which captures the essence of
MacDonald’s appeal to the perennial child. It is a
reminder that however much we may study and analyse
the tales, the children for whom they were written
should have the last word.
The Princes and the Goblin – by George
MacDonald, written by Tom, aged 7 years
“I enjoyed this book because I thoght Irena
had lots of Adventures. Her Grandmother was
very interesting, George MacDonald is a very
good writer in the way he uses his
imagination. The characters are fantastic. The
best bit was when Irena went into her
Grandmothrs bedroom. I had to keep Reading
because you had to knw what was going to
happen next.”
(Tom’s spelling)
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